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Lewis Baltzell Mayhew

2.0.54

AN ABSTRACT 1‘ "

Of all the historical controversies concerning the American Civil

War, none has generated more vehemence on the part of its protagonists

than the polemics concerning the life and military service of Major

General George B. McClellan. Because of strong feelings which have

tended to place writers on the period in either a pro- or anti-McClellan

position, the General's career has rarely been studied in terms of its

intrinsic merits. Instead, interpretations of McClellan's role have been

based upon the attitudes of individual writers toward related but not

necessarily relevant personalities or events. Too frequently, opinions

of the Peninsular Campaign of 1862 have been governed by whether a writer

was strongly favorable or unfavorable toward Lincoln, or was sympathetic

or antagonistic toward the Confederate position, instead of being limited

to what McClellan as a military commander actually succeeded or failed in

doing. This study is an attempt to reassess the contributions of McClel-

lan as a responsible military leader who participated in a major war at a

particular period in history. For the most part, attention has been focus-

ed upon his decisions and actions which were crucial in the conduct of

operations, although some emphasis has necessarily been given to his person-

al relationships with the several key political figures who shared with him

the responsibiliw for the safety of the Republic.

After the disastrous defeat of the Union am at Bull Run in the late

sinner of 1861 McClellan, at the call of Lincoln, assumed responsibility

for the defense of the capital. Having provided for its safety by the

creation of a strong, inter-locking series of forts, McClellan organized
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and uni-118d the arriving levies of troops into a keen-edged, fighting

tool-the m of the Potomac. In spite of objections on the part of

Lincoln and Secretary of War Stanton, McClellan launched his arm on an

offensive designed to flank the Confederate lines by attacking Richmond

from the east. This well conceived plan was not implemented fully, how-

ever, for at the last moment Lincoln withheld the troops which the General

had planned to use as his mass of maneuver. In spite of the handicap thus

imposed on him by his government, McClellan succeeded in driving his army

close to the defenses of Richmond and had launched the attack designed to

take that place when the Confederate general Lee commenced a spoiling at-

tack. 'lhe Am of the Potomac parried the blow and occupied a new posi-

tion on the James River from which Operations could be undertaken against

Richmond's axis of communications to the Southern hinterland. Before such

an offensive could begin, however, Lincoln, on the advice of Stanton and

the ineffective Halleck, recalled the trOOps to the vicinity of Washington

where they were placed under the command of John Pope, leaving McClellan

commanding an army with no trOOps. Although his strength was augmented

by the addition of the veterans from the Peninsular Campaign, Pope lost

control of his force and was defeated by the Confederates in the second

battle of Bull Run. In the face of this second major setback McClellan

was again called upon to save the capital.

The victorious Lee, meanwhile, began an invasion of Maryland. Acting

quickly on the intelligence contained in a copy of Lee's march order, Mc-

Clellan defeated Lee in two important actionss one at South Mountain and

the other along the Antietam. As a result of these two setbacks Lee was
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3

driven back into Virginia. McClellan, after a period for reorganizing his

troops, was able tobegin his second offensive. When Lee interposed his

divisions between Richmond and the advancing Federal arm, Lincoln relieved

McClellan from command, replacing him with the senior corps commander Burn-

side whose ineptness had cost so dearly at Antietam.

From a study of these campaigns one conclusion stands clear. McClel-

lan, in spite of the fact that he did not destroy Lee's my, must be

judged to have been one of the most successful, capable leaders to command

Union troops during the Amarican Civil War. Had his government not inter-

fared at several crucial points, the war between the States might well

have ended several years sooner than it did.

Approved __
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INTRODJCTION

Of all the historical controversies concerning the American Civil

Iar, none has generated more vehemence on the part of its protagonists

than the polemics pro and con the life and military service of Major Gener-

al George B. McClellan. In spite of strong feelings which have tended to

place writers of the period in either a pro or anti-McClellan position, the

General's career has rarely been studied in terms of its intrinsic merits.

Instead, interpretations of McClellan's role have been based upon the atti-

tudes of individual writers toward related but not necessarily relevant per-

sonalities or events. Too frequently, opinions of the Peninsular Canxpaign

of 1862 have been governed by whether a writer was strongly favorable or un-

favorable toward Lincoln, or was sympathetic or antagonistic toward the Con-

federate position, instead of being limited by what McClellan, as a military

commander actually succeeded or failed in doing. This study is a report of

an attempt to reassess the contributions of McClellan as a responsible mili-

tary leader who participated in a major war at a particular period in history.

For the most part attention has been focused upon his decisions and actions

which were crucial in the conduct of operations,’ although some emphasis has

necessarily been given to his personal relationships with the several key

political figures, who shared with him the responsibility for the safety of

the Republic.

Since the subject has been studied and reported in considerable detail

before, some statement explaining why still another work on McClellan has

been prepared may be in order. From the time in 1938 when the writer's

attention was called to the relative unimportance of the reason Lincoln gave
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ii

for roll-fling McClellan, following the battle of Antietam, a suspicion was

amused that nary interpretations of the Lincoln-McClellan theme left out

of consideration important facets of the story . In the fall of 1862 the

Confederate' s attempted invasion of Maryland was foiled and Lee was driven,

by military defeat, back into Virginia. After a period of reorganization

and rsequiping, McClellan's Arm of the Potomac resumed its offensive, moving

south along a line east of the Shenandoah valley. When Lee took the only

course Open to him and inter-posed his arm between the Federal troops and

Richnond, Lincoln relieved McClellan from comand. This version either im-

plies that Lincoln was a fool, which he certainly was not, or that there was

more to the story than was told.

The belief that McClellan's career needed to be restudied from a mili—

tary point of view was confirmed by reading General Grant's Memoirs. After

having fought an overland cmpaign south toward Richnond in the spring of

1861;, until stopped by a bloody repulse at Cold Harbor, Grant changed his

strategic conception of his mission and began to operate against Richmond

from bases on the James river. In effect he vindicated McClellan by doing

this for he adopted precisely the same plan which McClellan was implementing

in the late summer of 1862 when Lincoln recalled the Am of the Potomac to

the vicinity of Washington.

With the exception of the Lincoln papers from the Library of Congress

this stuck has been based upon documents which have long been available, al-

though frequently unused by writers about the period. ‘lhe contribution made,

if smr, consists of studying those documents to determine but one question,

i.e., in what respects did McClellan succeed or fail as the head of an arm.
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To do this, frequent comparisons are made between the way McClellan solved

his problems and the way other generals, faced with similar circumstances,

have solved.theirs. Aside from the first obvious point that McClellan was

the only Federal commander who Opposed Lee and.never sustained a major de-

feat, attention is drswn to such factors as the similarity between McClel-

lan's conception of war and that of the British Commander of World'War II,

Montgomery.

That this is by no means a definitive work is, of course, obvious.

The main lines of the interpretation are believed to be sound but mono-

graphic studies are needed on such a thing as the evolution of the staff

work of the Army of the Potomac. As is true of this project the docur

ments for such a study are, in the main, available. They require, however,

to be juxtaposed in such a way that fresh insight can be obtained.

The writer would be woefully remiss if’he did not take this opportuni-

ty of acknowledging and thanking the various members of the faculty of

Michigan.State.College for their advice and helpful criticism during the

preparation of the study. Dr. Madison Kuhn not only spent hours reading

and rereading the manuscript at the expense of his own research, but was

always available to discuss problems encountered in its preparation. Dr.

Walter Fee, Head of the Department of History, gave time from his overly-

burdened schedule to read and evaluate the manuscript. Dr. Robert Brown,

with his constant insistence that a writer say what he means and that what

he means be limited to the evidence involved, provided his usual thorough

and insightful criticism. ‘Dr. JOhn B. Harrison and Dr. Harry Kimber, as

members of the writer's advisory committee gave frequent and thoughtful
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iv

aid in planning a doctoral program which would allow a study of McClellan

to be joined with preparation for a career in general education. Dr. Paul

L. Dressel, Chairman of the Board of Examiners, should be thanked for en-

couraging the writer, who holds appointment on the Board, to pursue a stucbr

so far afield from educational research as one in military history. Some

mention should also be made of the sympathetic role played by the writer's

colleagues on the Board of Examiners who have heard about the trials of

McClellan these past three years.
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CHAPTER I

SETTING THE STAGE

Two men, Abraham Lincoln and George B. McClellan, between them

possibly possessing talents necessary to restore the American Union

in 1862, were unable to understand each other. Because they were

products of such widely differing backgrounds they were unable to

employ their combined talents to maximum advantage. In so failing

each to appreciate the other they both failed in their respective

tasks, and years of unnecessary suffering and bloodshed for an entire

nation resulted. Had these two been in greater rapport such events

as Burnside'e bloody attack at Fredricksburg, Gettysburg, Cold Harbor,

the Alabama Claims, Appomatox, Reconstruction, Lincoln's assassination,

K.K.K. raids and the Solid South need never have transpired. For if

these two men had been able to understand, trust, and support each other

as completely sen-say Grant and Sherman-«he American Civil War might

well have ended before January of 1863. Instead, neither understood

the other and neither granted the other the kind of support prosecution

of a major war required of military and political leaders. The war then

had to drag its dreary way on into a still drearier "reconstruction."

In order to see how these differences became so apparent and so

'1th: important for the nation it is necessary to examine briefly

"10 kind of person each was. It is also necessary to give some at-

tention to the nature of the upheaval which brought their lives together.
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Under more normal conditions or even during war with an outside eneny

the differences between McClellan and Lincoln might have existed uno

observed and without significance. Given, however, a civil struggle

involving whole complexes of feelings, loyalties, and basic philoso-

phies, men on the same side, who were none-the-less polar in their

beliefs, were bound to conflict. has three variables, then—McClellan,

Lincoln, and the war—must be examined in some slight detail before any

discussion of the military campaigns of 1861-62 will be truly meaningful.

George Brinton McClellan was born into a highly cultivated profession-

a1 family in Philadelphia, December 3, 1826. His father, George McClellan,

m graduated from m. in 1816 and from the ”a... school of the Univer-

sity of Pennsylvania in 1819. He soon rose in importance in Philadelphia

and served on various civic enterprises. He was, for example, one of the

founders in 1825 of the Jefferson ledical College. the mother, Elisabeth

8. Brinton, provided a happy home life after which the general probably

patterned his own marriage.

Ioung George was given a sound, classical, preparatory education,

learning Greek as well as Latin. In 18m, he entered the University

Of Pennsylvania but two years later withdrew. As was true of new other

Mg men of the time, he attended the United States ililitary Academy at

West Point, partly because it provided free college training which might

be of use in am of a number of pursuits. At the age of sixteen he thus

JOined as _a classmate the cream of Southern aristocracy which had made

West Point a kind of male finishing school for them preparatory to their

 

buttons of ruling the South and, incidentally, the nation. lcClellan
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ucClellan‘was actually too young for admission to the Academy, but

because of his unusually'strong physique and his keen intellect the

age requirement was waived. These Southern classmates influenced

his thinking and his social outlook more than a little. During the

Civil‘lar'his letters to his wife contain many references to Southern

officers whom he had known and called friend. He was, in fact, always

more intimate with Southerners than with his compatriots from the free

states. He became particularly friendlijith Gustavus‘l. Smith, who

later was to command the defenses of Richmond for a few days after

Joseph E. Johnston‘was wounded at Fair Oaks.

In his studies IlcClellan excelled. His particular bent was in

mathematics, but.he also was a linguist of no mean merit. To his

already adequate knowledge of french, Latin, and Greek, he added

Spanish and Osman while a cadet. He was an excellent horsemen and

swordsman. On June 30, 18h6, he graduated second in the class at the

bottom of which graduated George Pickett, who at Gettysburg‘was to lead

the flower of Confederate manhood to its own Gotterdammerung. To attain

such a.position was no mean achievement, for the competition for position

at West Point was intense and the attrition great. A cadet'e graduating

position.then as now‘determined not only‘his branch of service but also

his position on the promotion list. Another classmate was that dour,

dyspeptic Virginian with whose career’McCIellan'e was to be so inexr

tricably’woveng Thomas J. Jackson. This class graduated.as the nation

was embarking on its war with Noxico, and.HcClellan was most anxious to

travel south where fans and glory were axnilahle to young second lieu-

tenants in the regular army. In this reapect he was different from a
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young officer who graduated several years before HcClellany U. S. armt’

hated the war and did not relish participating in it.

RcClellan was assigned, as was his right because of his hi 5h position

in his graduating class, to a compamr of engineers and sailed for Mexico

September 2h, 181:6. Shortly after arriving he became ill, and his service

during the remainder of 181:6 was nominal. He was not, however, incapaci-

tated sufficiently to prevent forming an intense aversion to volunteer

officers and volunteer troops. This aversion he maintained on into his

service in the Civil War and was, directed; with especial force at political

generals, i.e., those men without military experience who owed their rank

as); to political considerations. in. fondeet affections, as commander

of the Any of the Potomac, were reserved for Syke's regulars of Porter's

corps. .

As the American am apporached Vera Crus, KcClellan was called upon

to serve as an engineer officer under the chief of engineers, Col. Joseph

I. rotten. Along with him were other engineer officers who were to gain

their greatest reputations on other fields~nobert 3. Lee, 9.0.1‘; Beau-

regard, G. V. Smith, and Benjuin Huger. HcClellsn'e impressions of the

comtry through which the saw passed as well as of army operations he

recorded in his diary, which now serves as a major source concerning

Scott's operations. it the battle of Contreras, Icolellan, with Robert

8. Lee, laid the gut positions for John B. hagruder and was breveted

First Lieutenant for his part. . For the battle of Chapultepec he was

breveted Captain. After the mun. entry into said. City, September 11:,

18M, McClellan, Lee, Beauregard, and Smith were thanked in orders by
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rotten for their meritorious engineering services. The following June

he returned to the States, twenty-one years old, and with a brilliant

record behind him.

His next duty assignment was at West Point with an engineer compam.

rho boredom of peace-time any life soon began to generate within him a

desire for greener fields and broader pastures. Finding transfer for the

moment out of the question, he began to read widely, particularly in the

fields of history and political theory. His reading of commentary on the

United States Constitution coupled with his friendship for Southerners made

a firm state rights man of him. his political philosophy became more and

more important to him as time went on. Part of. the enmity he engendered

as a general during the Civil [at was because it permeated all his actions

and attitudes. . 'He had grave misgivings, for example, about sending Federal

or Ohio troops into western Virginia because that action violated the state

rights of the western Virginians.

To avoid more routine duty, he applied for a position as instructor

at the newly created Virginia Hilitary Institute, but Thomas J. Jackson

won the position. In 1851 he went to Fort Delaware, and from there in

1852 was assigned to an exploring expedition in the Red River region under

Captain (later General) Randolph B. Marcy. ihis same Marcy it was who

later became llcClellan's Chief of Staff as well as his father-in-lu. This

duty was followed by an assignment on harbor improvements in Texas; then

by direction of Jefferson Davis, the then Secretary of War, he was sent

‘0 survey the Pacific Northwest for possible railroad lines. While on

this mission he renewed acquaintanceship with Grant, whose morale was
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slowly disinte;,rating on the west coast. Grant was charged with giving

licClellan all aid possible, and did so. he also, however, got drunk and

managed to disgust licClellan thoroughly. Davis was so impressed with

:JcCIellan's report that he sent hi". to {an Doningo, from where the young

engineer officer reported favorably on the harbor at Samana Bay.

In 1855 EJCClellan transferred his branch of service and became a

cavalry captain, assigned for his first dity under Col. E. V. Sumner,

who in later times was to serve as the senior corps commander of the

Array of the Potomac. This same Sumner was in command part of the day

at halvern Hill, and it was partly on his advice that lIcClellan withheld

a final attack on the Confederate left at Antietam. In transferring,

:2cClellan was following in the footsteps 'of Robert E. Lee, who, after

serving in the Engineers, turned to the mounted arm as holding forth

more chance for advancement.

At the age of twenty-nine, one of the youngest and brightest captains

in the American army, McClellan was selected to go to the Crimea to study

European military methods. He was to accompam :tajors Richard Delnfield

and Alfred Mordoccei. From the States they went to England, thence to

France and Russia. While in @3318!) territory they were entertained

lavishly, but were refused permission to L,o to the front. After visiting

hoscow they returned to western Burcpe by way of Prussia, visiting en route

Various Prussian fortifications and the prussian cavalry school. Frown

Prussia they headed south through Vienna and Constantinqle and at last

arrived before SebastOpol where they were cordially treated by their

British hosts, particularly General Fiupson, then in command of the
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British ferces. McClellan returned via Italy, France, Germany, England,

and finally Scotland, sailing for home in April, 1856.

While abroad, McClellan was introduced to the highly aristocratic

military and governmental circles in Europe and found himself much at

home with them. His classical training, personal charm, linguistic

adroitness, and tremendous vitality all appealed to his European friends,

and their'manners, intelligence, and culture struck a responsive chord in

.him. He observed the care with which the Prussians organised their forces

and the snap with which the garrison-trained French regulars made their

movements. The seige of’Sehastopol also made its impression. Perhaps

later, as he drew his lines tighter at Yorktown, he recalled the British,

French, and Italian ventures against Russia. He became convinced that

much of European equipment was superior to American counterparts. Be

adapted a.Hungarian saddle for American purposes, and the KcClellan saddle'

became standard. The French-type uniform.cams into use in the American

army and the Prussian system of’organization, particularly the use of a

large specialized staff; he later adapted fer the Army of the Potomac.

He made a careful study of European theorists and prepared.a,ggnggl

.02 the _A_r_t_ 25 33, as well as a translation of the French Hansel on Bay-

onet Exercises. His report on his Observations of European.methods,

brought out in 1857, was considered "a model of conciseness and accurate

1

information and added to his already brilliant reputation."

 

-_“I George B. McClellan, HcClellanLg Own Story, New York, Charles L.

Webster a 00., 1387, 2, hereafter cited as McClellan, 932 Story.
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8

The srnnr in the predwar period had reached its very nadir in appeal

to young men of talent. Promotions were slow, duty was deadening in its

routine, and life was lonely. Grant, forced to be away from his wife, would

turn to drink. Lee almost broke his heart over the slowness of promotion,

and, had not war been in hie very soul and had he not received some assign-

ments such as that of Superintendent of West Point, he might possibly have

left the arm. Leonidas Polk had entered the ministry and risen to be

Bishop of Louisiana. this peace-time new then ceased, as it did for many,

to have appeal for McClellan." he accepted a position as chief engineer for

the Illinois Central Railroad at a starting salary of $3,000 and a promise

of a prompt raise to 85.000. With the Illinois Central he rose rapidly,

soon becoming a vice-president of the line. During this period he made

his home in Chicago. a. entertained Stephen A. Douglas, and in 1858, dur-

ing the Lincoln-Douglas debates, loaned his private car to Douglas which

carried the "Little Giant' past Lincoln's sidetracked caboose."1 In 1860

he moved from Chicago to Cincinnati as head of the eastern division of the

Ohio and liseissippi Railroad at a salary of 810,000 a year.

Just before moving to Ohio, IcClellan married Nellie Hercy, daughter

of his old comanding. officer. Although he had known her since the days

of the Red River expedition, and they had been close friends, no great

love was experienced by either of them. Nellie had for a time been engaged

to A. P. Hill, for when both Jackson and Lee were to call out in their dying

I Carl §andburg, Abraham Lincoln 1113 11a}: Years, I, ‘New York,

Harcourt, Brace & 60., I939, 317, hereafter cited as Sandburg, 31a;

ears.
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moments. But Hill's suit finally languished, partly, one can guess, be-

cause ucCIellan, the rising man, pressed his. Nellie probably did not

1ove him at first, however, her parents helped persuade her that licClellan

was the best match. He was rich and would grow richer, was cultivated and

had aristocratic sentiments. His family was of the best, and above all,

he was a Christian gentleman. ’Ihe couple was married in Calvary EpiscOpal

Church in New York on May 22, 1860. 'Ihe following nay was to see him

maneuvering blue-clad soldiers on the borders of West Virginia.1

McClellan's life, especially after his marriage to the devout Nellie

Karcy, was controlled by one quality above all others3 his religion. To

ncClellan, to a much greater extent than was usual even for the times, God

and Jesus Christ were real personal forces upon whom he depended for guid-

ance at all times. Bis Christianity was deep and all-pervasive. Hie com-

plete faith in the immortality of the soul gave him strength to withstand

the hazards of the battlefield and the barbs of the politicians. In letters

to his wife he reveals this pious nature to its fullest. In his Harrison's

2

Landing letter written “on the brink of eternity" he revealed himself to

—_¥

1 This summary of McClellan's life is based chiefly upon H. J.

Eckenrode, George B. McClellan, Chapel Hill, the University of North

Carolina Press, 1951. A more complete biographical sketch may be

found in Killian Starr Meyers, A Stuchr in Personality: General George

ur-inton LicClellan, 1931;. Professor Meyers attempts to show that certain

Q'ialities LoClelIan later demonstrated as a general originated in hicClel-

1311's youth and early manhood. The work represents one of the most severe

indictments of licClellan available.

2 McClellan, 9‘33. gtgg, 1189.
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. 10

Lincoln as a man firm.in his orthodox faith in God. His Christianity may

well have influenced his use of’his army after it had been organized. He

would rather take Ibrktown by seine than run the risk of killing men in

unnecessary assaults. No butcher was McClellan. This same Christianity

may have made him slow to suspect evil of others. It was but gradually

that he came to learn that men could and would usurp the agencies of govern-

ment for their own selfish purposes-either money, power, or position. For

a time he Judged all men by his own standards. He was a young man rising

in the world with a.beautiful wife and a fine Christian home. He gave that

up for what he considered to be his patriotic duty. That others looked upon

war as an opportunity for personal gain was incomprehensible to him.

HeClellan, then, as he approached his destined encounter with Lincoln

was a success. He was short, well built, with an amazing personal.magnet-

ism. He was regarded as one of the brightest products of the old army.

He was an easterner who had fallen under the spell of the old world. He

was polished in manner, gracious in deportment and Skilled in the arts of

correspondence and conversation. He radiated competence-awhich‘was actual-

ly to hinder him, for he looked as though he could accomplish the impossible-

and peeple were disappointed when he failed. He was well read in political

theory although as an army officer he had refrained from voting. His vote

for Douglas in 1860 was the first time he exercised the franchise. His en-

tire career was such as to make him supremely confident of his abilities.

Everything he had ever attempted had succeeded. He was a scholar, a veteran

soldier, an accomplished writer, a skilled administrator, and a courtly

hristian gentleman. He had actually never known real adversity, nor for
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that matter, after the Civil War was he. to know it again. Not having ex-

perienced adversity, he found the effects of it incomprehensible in others.

naving lived his life above the people, he could not understand.how any man

could obey the dictates of the people rather than those of his own Judgment.

He was an aristocrat and ibund more democratically oriented men to be use

pleasant. His faith was in skilled leadership and disciplined obedience

to its instructions. He was in almost every respect antithetical to Lincoln,

who was a product of a completely different world.

Whoever attempts to describe hincoln's fundamental beliefs is auto-

natically on dangerous ground and whoever muld attempt such analysis with-

in a few paragraphs is deliberately inviting the lightning to strike. lot

so crucial to the McClellan story was the President that some statements

about the Illinois man must be made to throw into clear relief the differ-

ences between the democrat Lincoln and the aristocrat llcClellan.

Lincoln was a.man of the west on when the prairie country had left

its indelible mark. In place of preparatory schools, home libraries, West

Point, aristocratic friends, travel abroad and family-encouraged marriage,

Lincoln's training was meagre. His home was typical of a backwoods, rural

community. His friends and relatives, not poor by any means,*wers a rough

breed of men whose language lacked the polish found in eastern communities

of the well-to-do. His library was borrowed and his travel was confined

to the valley of the Mississippi. His marriage resulted from an off again -

on again courtship carried on through the good offices of friends and alnest

in spite of himself.
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In place of the relatively unsophisticated political life of the

peace-time army, Lincoln early became at home in the complex world of

n11nois politics. This political experience, together with his career

as a lawyer, cut deeply into his personality. Cabinet officers came to

be "pumpkins" to him, one to be balanced against the other. The national

government was frequently conducted on a basis of practical politics rather

than according to deep and abiding principle although basic questions were

usually decided in terms of fundamental ideals of Justice and humanity.

If an important vote was to be taken, the full range of federal patronage

was available to obtain needed votes. Rather than risk failures of policy

as a result of debates on principle, Lincoln would act in the absence of

authority and seek approval after the fact. Papers and documents prepared

for military commanders were more like lswyer'e briefs, seeldmg Justifica-

tion for previously determined courses. of action than probing inquiries

initiated to obtain the greatest possible measure of truth.1 Once elected

in 1860, the presidential second-term bug had bitten deep into Lincoln.

He was, for example, unable to trust the rising star of Grant in 18615 un-

til 1:. had become convinced that Grant would not be a candidate for the

presidency. As ucClellan's papularity grew in 1861-62, Lincoln saw in him

a rival for the presidency and either consciously or unconsciously disliked

him because of this fear.

Nor was his military experience such that he could at once appreciate

the benefits officers might have obtained from West Point. His brief

I In expEIni'ng the suspension of the writ of habeas corpus Lincoln

asked, "Are all the laws but one to go unexecuted, and the government

itself go to pieces lest that one be violated?" with the clear implication

that he would violate even the most important to save the Union.
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career as a volunteer in the Black Hawk War was the actual extent of his

military service. Frequently, however, brief volunteer service convinces

the civilian that there is very little to military science that a normally

intelligent person cannot master in a very short while. During the Civil

War he manifested more than a slight predilection for the Opinions of

civilians-turned-generals over and frequently against the Opinions of the

professional soldiers—that is until the shock of three years of war final-

ly impressed upon him the need to trust men who knew, understood, and could

apply the fundamentals of war. The complaint of General Jesse S. Wadsworth,

an early Free-Seller and a_ founder of. the Republican party, that the defenses

of Washington were inadequate, was sufficient cause for Lincoln casually

to investigate the matter, overrule McClellan, and withhold McDowell's

corps from the Peninsula. Colonel Baker, an ex-Senator from Oregon, was

killed at Ball's Bluff through sheer carelessness. His memory was not

blamed for the defeat his command suffered but McClellan was made the scape-

goat. The first request Lincoln ever refused Grant after that officer

assumed command of all the amiss was because a political objection had been

raised to the officerin question. Re early became convinced that the Con-

.stitutional provision making the President Commander-in-(‘hief might, if the

occasion demanded, be literally applied. Only by bitter experience did he

learn that that provision was only a manifestation of the ancient Anglo-

éaxon principle that the military power is subordinate to the civil power.

Lincoln achieved greatness as a war leader by allowing Grant full freedom

to execute in military terms the broad policy developed by Lincoln the

President. When Lincoln attempted to wield active, technical military
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pOTiel‘ he failed. His broad strategic concepts were ignored by his generals

as being impractical. He and Stanton, his Secretary of War, were unsuccess-

ful in directing troops in stopping Jackson in May, 1862 and they were in

a large measure responsible for recalling the Armv of the Potomac from its

advanced position on the James River it was not to hold again for several

years.

Lincoln began the study of military theory shortly after General

KcDowell failed at lianassas Junction in the late summer of 1861. Out of

his reading and as a result of his own personality he evolved a definite,

'if scmewhat illogical, philosOphy of war. He assumed that the numerical

weight of the North would ultimately be telling and that it could best be

brought to bear on the Confederate armies by direct movements, taking the

enemy wherever he was found. Looking at the map of the United States, he

assumed that the armies of the North could begin to march straight south.

The Army of the Potomac could move overland from washington to Richmond

while the armies of the west could move down the Mississippi Valley to the

Gulf of Mexico. These maneuvers would, he believed, end the‘war.1 His

second assumption was that once men were under arms they could reasonably

be expected to fight successful battles. 'lhe examples of the American

Revolution, the French levee an £33.33. of 1792 and the Black Hawk War possi-

bly were in his mind; at any rate, his insistence upon rapid direct action,

whether due only to external political pressures or to his own beliefs, did

damage to the Union cause. Thirdly, he assumed a separation between military

!:See below, 81.



I‘Lle) sfih l)_a

al (I rat "(I

.

Ant—.....aIUI. 0V I.

(flea Eu.

:4. L921... rIf.
sswoa0at t

..‘ae‘ . A

‘0'“. cm“ “Us

‘ .

4...:
.3:

.sq ...... can...

...

.3... s
’3‘. ’1'“

.-

v.16 , .
' 3D,.)

.....oaur’. )

3.2

.....L s

l .. _- .l fl)

1.. :1. A.“

«.440 "h

“.... ...fs



15

objectives and political objectives. As late as the spring of 1863, he

still believed that political questions should be considered only after

military decision had been reached. He worried then for fear that Sherman

‘would undertake political discussions in the Carolinas. In this respect

he, Grant, Sheridan, and Shaman all represented a new theory of war that

was different from McClellan's theories.l mess men who achieved victory

in 1865 represented a divorce of warfare from politics and, it is strongly

suspected, from morality. They were the advocates of total war, uncondi-

tional surrender,2 war on the enemy's power to make war. They forgot that

after war people must again live with each other-that war was political

action by other:means. It is interesting in this connection to compare

heGlellan's over-all.plan with that adapted‘hy Sherman and Grant. He

wanted a large arm to fight one battle and then to impress the South with

the good will and the might of the North. Sherman's destruction through

Georgia was predicated upon a desire to end the war by making waste the

heart of the Confederacy. Fourthly, Lincoln developed a penchant for

strength figures and the implications he believed Justified.by his reading

of them. He was, during the McClellan period, unable to understand the

differences between strength revealed on reports and strength present on

k

1 These three men with the support of Lincoln evolved the campaign

of 18611-65 which involved devastating the Shenandoah valley and the heart

of Georgia as a means of breaking the Confederate will to fight. In doing

so they foreshadowed the total war of the twentieth century. McClellan on

the other hand consistemly refused to make war on civilians.

2 It is true that McClellan asked for unconditional surrender from the

fOrccs at Rich Mountain. his entire record, however, supports the belief

that he did not wish to make war upon civilians, that he did not wish to

dflatroy if he could accomplish his objective in other ways and that he did

not, wish to be harsh with a weakened encny.
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a firing line. From a particular strength return he would frequently

reason out a cosplete line of attack on the Confederates where none was

actually Justified in terms of troops present for duty. McClellan, on

the other hand, was in a position to know the steady drain upon man power

by desertion, casualties, details and maintaining an adequate supply system.

Lincoln was a nineteenth century liberal and as such was McClellan's

Opposite. This nineteenth century liberalism was composed of several factors

and should not be confused with the twentieth century variety. It involved

a close association with vigorous nationalism. It implied some of the con-

cern of the earlier romanticists for the well-being of downtrodden peoples.

It was based upon the highest possible regard for the individual and his

rights. The classic expressions of nineteenth century liberals were uttered

in rocasting, to fit the times, the words of such documents as th°.2323§7

ration of Independence, the Constitution, and the French Declaration of
   

£3 Rivhts of £92. Private property was sacred and formed one of the

 

fundamental bases for this liberalism. The state should be strong enough

to aid the welfare of as many people as possible. It might even infringe

for a time upon the fundamental rights of peeple if their'welldheing de-

ninded it. Political liberty was the hallmark characterizing this breed

of men. They were firmly convinced that if political liberty were insured,

economic and social well-being must result. Lincoln exefplified these

liberals who were in the ascendancy, in Europe as well as in Arerica, dur-

ing the 1860's and 70's, before they gave nay for a tire to the forces of

aJrarian conservatism.
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Perhaps Lincoln's outstanding characteristic was his dynamic Amer-

icanism. Not the Americanism of the bigot, for Lincoln on repeated oc-

casions argued for the rights of foreign—born Amcricans and opposed

vigorously the 100% Americanism of the Know-Nothings-but a fundamental

belief in the validity of the democratic experiment which the United

states had undertaken. The Civil War was to him the crucial test of

that experiment. His nationalism implied a belief in strengthening the

Federal government. As an exponent of public works, i.e., internal im-

provements, his career dated from his days as a member of the Illinois

state legislature, and during his tenure as President he advocated such

things as the Homestead Act, Land Grant Colleges, and grantefor cross

continental railroads. McClellan's nationalism was more circumspect.

There existed, to his way of thinking, many activities in which the

national government had no Justification to engage. Even in a civil

war the national government had no right to touch private property. The

Emancipation Proclamation was therefore wrong.

Lincoln's faith in the truths of the great doctments of the history

of Anglo-Saxon political liberty is amply demonstrated in his career as a

la'.'-'ycr and in his public speeches. At no time as a lawyer was he quite

so effective as when pleading a cause on the grounds of fundamental Justice.

Herndon cites repeated examples of where Lincoln would throw over a case

if he believed Justice lay with the other side. He was frequently upset

by the technicalities of the law and would seek to free his case from

then. Then he could base his arguments upon principles of fundamental

ductice and so sway the court. In such a plea as this one he reached
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full stature:

Timerolls by, the heroes of '76 have passed away and are

cncamped on the other shore. The soldier has gone to rest,

and now, crippled, blind, and broken, his widow comes to

you and to me, gentlemen of the Jury, to right her wrongs....

Out here on the prairies of Illinois, many hundreds of miles

from the scenes of her childhood, she appeals to us, who en-

Joy the privileges achieved for us by the patriots of the Rev-

olution, for our sympathetic d and manly protection. All I

ask is, shall we befriend her.

Nor in the other characteristics of nineteenth century- liberalism

was Lincoln lacking. His concern for humanity—black or whiteo-was out-

standing. He refused, for example, to approve execution of soldiers

charged with cowardice before the shew. Human nature being what it was,

he could accept the fact that "heels" would frequently win in an argument

with the head, when minnie balls whined about. His gloom on the fields of

Antietam and his hope that Grant could end the war without that "one last

battle" were rooted in his hatred of bloodletting. While his ideas on

emancipation had a rationale based upon military exPediency, the humane

element of his nature was also expressed by them. Private property was

sacred so long as concern for it did not impinge upon human rights and

liberty. Yet the very military policies he projected were those most

likely to result in a liberal spilling of the blood of friend and fee

alike. McClellan's aristocratic Christianity gave force to greater actu-

al saving of human life than did Lincoln's liberalism.

Lincoln's religious beliefs .were those of the orthodox liberal. He

Was firmly convinced of a divine order in the universe, yet his reason led

h

1 serum)??? Life 2;: Lincoln, The '.'.'orld Publishing 00., 19M, 27;.
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his to reject any sort of religious orthodoxy. He read and argued about

paine's 5.529. 91 3.213.213 and at times tried to prove that the Christian re-

ligion was man-made. His religion was more of a social consciousness than

a mystical experience, "When I do good I feel good, when I do bad I feel

bad, and that's nw religion.”1

These two men, then, so apposite in background and temperament, were

thrust into positions requiring immense confidence in each other before

either had matured sufficiently to permit that confidence. Nor were the

times such as to render growth of confidence easy. 'The outbreak of the

American Civil War was attended by violent forms of fanaticism accentu-

ating differences between persons which in other times probably would

have gone unnoticed. McClellan, the aristocrat, the state rights man,

the orthodox, the polished, the successful, became suspect. McClellan“

emphasis on organization, accepting delay in campaigning as necessary,

could cause him to be accused of treason, and of planning to establish a

military dictatorship. His chivalry, manifest in such a thing as throwb

ing a guard around the historic White House on the peninsula, could cause

peeple to accuse him of pro-southern sympathies. His penchant for foreign

phrases and foreign nobility allowed his enemies to level the charge of

un-American against him. And by the same token, Lincoln's outstanding

characteristics were such that in the light of the tines McClellan could

not understand nor appreciate them. HeClellan saw the need for more men

on the battlefield. Lincoln could. only see the task of obtaining these
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men or, once obtained, the immediate use of them. Lincoln's intelligence

was sieh that he liked to illustrate his arguments with pointed stories,

regardless of their color. These tales represented only lack of breeding

to chlellan. Lincoln saw the need for practical politics and for politic

calIy-chosen.military officers who could help broaden the base of partici-

pation in the war effort. To McClellan this was a sign of weakness and

unwillingness to employ the most competent generals available. Lincoln,

thinking in terms of individual human beings, and being subJected to the

supplications of the public, would, from time to time, except cases from

the application of McClellan's orders. To McClellan this appeared as

evidence of unwillingness to support generals in the field. MCCIellan,

with the exception of oonfidences given to Generals Porter, Franklin,

and sometimes Sumner, was inclined to keep his own counsel. Lincoln

gained strength from talking to people, and, in talking to many people

was not always discreet about matters of military security. Here again

was an Opportunity for disagreement. These differences were in time to

mean that IIcClellan and Lincoln had. to part.

The election of Abraham Lincoln to the presidency of the United States

on hovcmher 6, 1860, was the signal rather than the cause for a whole series

of actions and reactions culminating in the disruption of the Federal Union.

It is not the purpose of this work to present any detailed treatment of any

of the issues involved in those actions. It is only to indicate some of

the problems which bore most significantly upon the military campaigns of

1861-62, for, to a large extent, KcClellan was relieved in 1862 because of

major differences between himself and the Lincoln administration as to the
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nature of the war in which they were engaged. Primary anong those issues

was the very nature of the war itself. To a great many people of the North

the matter was simple. The Union had.been a good political organism, in-

spiring loyalty in the hearts of people and having had an illustrious history

which should.be preserved and perpetuated. Various radical and fanatical

people both in the North and South had conspired for selfish reasons to de-

. stray the union and to establiSh a snaller autonomous state, and so the Con-

federacy was established. It became the duty of the Union-loving men to

bend their best efforts to the reosstablishment of the Union, assuming that

if that were done, the latent reason and common sense in the nation would ~

be capable of solving the vexatious problems associated with the outbreak

of war. In this respect Lincoln and thlellan held similar views at the.

outbreak of the war. As time went on, Lincoln's point of vieW'shifted,

partly, at least, because his party'ehifted, while MCClellan's notions

regained more constant.

To others the war was a device by which slavery could be abolished

in the united States. It made little difference to these men.that Lincoln

and other moderate leaders did not share this belief. The Union had been

broken. It should only be restored on the basis of abolition of slavery.

It made little difference to some of these men how long the war raged or

has much it cost in blood, broken hoses, destroyed property, or dollars so

long as the coveted end were achieved. Generals, such as HcClellan, who

52c3£d willing to end the'war as quickly and as painlessly as possible and

:0 restore the union as it existed in 1858 were suspect. Politicians who

farcicd this moderate position were castigated. To such men, John Brown
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was a symbol of greatness and enlightenment rather than an exceedingly low

kind of criminal. It was unfortunate for thlellan that Edwin Stanton,

who became Secretary of‘War in late 1861, went clearly into the camp of

these men. In part, at least, the hatred this man was to manifest for

the commander of the Army of the Potomac resulted from that officer's

distrust of the radicals.

There were, of course, regional, social, and economic pressures in-

volved. To many, the Southenn"slavocracy" was the antithesis of American

donocraqy. .Southern planters, and in many Northern eyes there were no

other kinds of Southerner, had evolved a way of life contrary to the Protes-

tent ethic of work. Such a condition smacked of olddworld aristocracy and

was hated as the European.gentry had been hated. The Southern concept of '

the gentleman did not find favor in a number of homes in the North. Nor

did the prevailing economic pattern of the South appeal to Northern'work-

ore whose very security was believed bound up with protective tariffs.

Southern desires fer freer trade fer the sake of cotton, only increased the

fears Northern industrialists had of a continuation of Southern domination

at‘raehington. The war expressed fer some their resentment of these things.

One issue that loomed large in the minds of contemporaries but even

larger in the eyes of subsequent generations was the conflict between

state ‘rights men and those who saw the future of America linked to a

strong national government. The lessons of Calhoun had been learned equal-

ly :311.by men of the North and South. Even among those who favored res-

terition of the Union were frequently to be found men who believed that in

prin:iple the Confederate states had much logic in their favor. The
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tradition of the Hartford Convention was by no means dead in the Uorth.

In this respect the period 1860-65 was a period of intense transition for

America. In 1860 a large percentage of the total population probably had

state rights inclinations. As the war developed, however, the state rights

philosOphy was given the pragmatic test of war, found wanting, and so in

the main discarded. For some, such as Robert E. Lee of Virginia, the tran-

sition could only come after military defeat of the state rights principle.

For others, such as Horace Greeley of New Yerk, vacillation as to the right

of the Southern region to depart the union in peace was to characterize his

actions and words throughout the war. McClellan's views changed steadily

during the war as evidenced by his changing concepts of the way in which

the war should be waged. From contemplating only arming citizens of states

his beliefs shifted to approval to a direct draft of men from the North.

But throughout he persistently clung to the idea that the war should.be

fought only to preserve the Union in its old form.

0n Mbnday, March h, 1861, Lincoln was inaugurated as the sixteenth

president of the United States. His inauguration was accomplished amid

the highest tensions. States of the deep South already had passed ordi-

nances of secession and the border states were in turmoil as to what their

actions should be. Federal control of essential activities in the acceded

states had beenlaroken, Federal arsenals had been taken over by state of-

ficials, and Federal financial reserves had been diverted into state funds.

 

’1 J. u. Randall, Lincoln the President, New fork, Deed Head 1 C0.,

1:01;, I, 3150
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Remover, in a few isolated but highly strategic points the small Federal

army had retained control. Forts Pickins, Taylor, and Jefferson along

the Florida coast and Fort Sumter in Charleston, South Carolina.narbor

were under Union control, but of these Sumter was by far the most important

politically. Standing there sullen and defiant, it served as a constant

rcainder to the hot-headed.men living in the seat of secession that all of

their dreams had not been consummated. There had been three federal forts

in Charleston Harbor, but by March, Moultrie and Castle Pinckney were

sinned by South Carolinians.

On Uarch 6, 1861, the Lincoln administration discovered the Major

Robert Anderson had only supplies enough to remain in Fort Sumter another

six weeks, and by April 15 it was clear that Anderson's garrison had either

to be fed or evacuated. Lincoln's advisers in this matter were divided in

their counsel. Some believed that Sumter should be provisioned and strength-

ened, others that it should be provisioned alone, while still others believed

that any relief of Sumter would.be unwise since it would appear to Southern

authorities as an overt act and would very probably lead to war. Lincoln,

in soliciting opinion in this instance, exercised his prerOgative of asking

for written opinions from his cabinet embers. The final solution, however,

was his. He decided that he would attempt to provision Sumter while at the

same time he would reinforce Fort Pickens on the Florida coast, a much less

explosive situation. ThiS'nay he could perhaps maintain Union authority

and yet not appear overtly antagonistic to the South Carolinians. The

execution of these plans, however, were bungled by conflicting orders.

The upshot was that at 3:20 A.¥., April 12, notice was served on Kajor
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federsm at fire n0U-Ld be opened on Sntor within an hour. it hsz fir-

in: begin and continued until Anderson surrendered. he marched his troops

out on Sunday afternoon, April 1b, with "colors flyin3 and drums boating,

bringing away coupany and private property, and saluting...[hi:]flag with

fifty’iIra.

Idneoln's response to these events was a proclamation calling on the

states to furs sh milita to the number of 75,000 men to suppress the

coH)nations in insurrection, "to cause the laws to be duly executed," and

for the Congress to meet in special session July h, 1861. It came as a

belt of lightning to the North, clearing the air and uniting a peeple be—

hind its goverracnt. Those who experienced Lincoln's first proclamation

must 1ve felt very much as Americans did on Kenday, Decedber 8, 19h1,

aft;r the Jzom so attack had consoLdated the nation for var. The period

of ink sion had ended.

Along the border, however, feelings were different. Virginia ro-

lvctautly voted an ordinance of secession on April 17. By May 7, Arkansas

Cid Tennessee had quit the union; North Carolina, previously strong in '

Utiou sentinsnt passed its ordinance of secession without a dissenting

vote. In Kentucky, Haryland, and Kissouri, the question of secession hung

in the balance for months until the question was resolved by force of arms,

vi3erous executive action and legislative procedures favoring the union.

Inc die had been cast and the opening curtain drawn for a struggle that

was not to end until, amid the sacking ruins of Atlanta, Richmond, and

1 1mm, 31:2.
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petersburg, the Confederate will to fi3ht expired. It was in the border-

land of western Virginia that rcClellan was to play out his first role in

the conflict.

Lincoln's call fer troops found a nation unprepared for any sort of

military activity outside of lightly garrisoning frontier posts and doing

interna1.police duty. In December, 1860, the army consisted of 1,108 of-

ficcrs and 15,259 enlisted men. These troops were located chiefly west

of the Mississippi River from where the Buchanan government had made no

effort to recall them to the more threatened east. 'From this small tota1

must be subtracted the number of officers who resigned and "went South."

The capital city was virtually without defenses. However, more in spite

of Euchanan's government than because of it, volunteer forces of District

citissns were raised and eventually provided with small arms. It was such

volunteer farces, under oath to protect the Federal government, that served

as the primary military covering force to insure the inauguration of Abra-

hC] Lincoln as President.1

The command of this small force was in the hands of Virginiaeborn

Tinfield Scott with his headquarters in the Winders Building Opposite the

Tar Department. Scott had been born in 1786, had fought at Niagara Falls

in the'War of 1812, had commanded the successful attack from the coast in-

to rexico City, and in 1852 had been the unsuccessful‘Whig candidate for I

the presidency. A tremendous men-six foot, five inches tall, weighing

 

1 Charles P. Stone was made Inspector-General in charge of these

forces. Battles a Leaders, New York, The Century 00., lGSh-BY, I, 7-25.

Hereafter—Elma as R. a I.
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over three hundred pounds "Old Fuss and Feathers'I loved the Union and

hated Jefferson Davis.1 Some suspected that in order to heighten the

effectiveness of his appearance when decked out in full regalia he se-

lected aides short in stature. He had given the necessary orders to

Stone to organize volunteer companies and had brought to‘Washington a

snail number of regulars who were to insure that the change of presi-

dents took place according to law. He had, on his own authority, stapped

the shipments of arms to the states which had already declared themselves

free and had unsuccessfully urged the Buchanan administration to take

effective action in respect to the Ports in Florida and in South Carolina.

Scott was of the opinion that the Lincoln government would be an improvement

over the old and he hoped that whatever that government did do would be in

the direction of restoring the Union. He believed that the victorious

party would be well served to exchange the name Republican for Union Party

in order to encourage the return of the Southern states. If that policy

were not followed, he believed the government should exert its fullest

authority in places not yet definitely denied to it, or that the acceded

states ought to be conquered by an invading army 300,000 strong under the

co 43nd of a "young and able general-a'Wolfe, a Desaix or a hocho."2 A

117t possibility was to "say to the seceded states—~waynard sisters, depart

‘ 3 1"

1n pence." nut Scott was old and although his intentions were sound and

“;;L.'r:e, I, 111‘.

red Bic-trim, [he Lincoln 1‘: f!::1".’3, ff; L; -9 Doubleday & i.e., lam,
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honorable he was feeble and ill. He could no longer mount a horse and he

frequently could be caught napping while an officer was explaining some-

thing to him. He was to prove a stumbling block in the path of the rising

Inclollan and eventually, at his own request, was retired with the full

pmy and rank of Lieutenant General. No one else was to obtain that rank

until Connress recreated it for Grant, although McClellan succeeded to

(Damand of the Trderel armieSe

As Lincoln's proclamation was released to the nation there was no

one person who might reasonably be expected to fill Scott's place. Scott

himself had suggested Robert E. Lee, but that officer, painful as it‘was

for him, could not accept command of troops whose mission it would be to

coerce the South. then his own state withdrew from the Union, Lee's code

allowed him no other recourse than to follow her. Other officers who might

have helped Scott in the arduous duties of command.made the same decision.

Joseph E. Johnston, the Quartermaster-General of the old army, Pierre

Gustave Toutant Beauregard (the man who, according to natives of his own

Louisiana, spoke well of Lee), an engineer and widely regarded as one of

he old army, John Bankhead Magruder, who on the day before he "went South“

is reported to have assured Lincoln of his fidelity to the union, and.f0rmer

Erynaster James Longstreet also left.1

Lincoln's call was for 75,000 troOps to be enlisted for three months

by the governors of the states. There immediately'began such an uproar

l L eenan, Lee's Lieutenants, New Yerk, Charles Scribners' Sons, 19h2, I,

Ifxii-xliv.
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the continent had. never experienced. Any one who wished to, set about

orfnizing companies or regiments with the result that an amazing variety

of exotic sounding and appearing units quickly cane into a precarious

exist-mes. "The 'Excelsior Brigade,’ the 'Buena Vista Guards,' the New

york . 'Fire Zouavee' (led by the dashing Ellsworth)“1to name but a few.

These units, as quickly as they were organized and clothed into some kind

of military garb were offered to the Federal government through the person

of Simon Cameron, the Secretary of War. Cameron had absolutely no con-

caption of what was involved in mobilizing an aruhr, and new of the blunders

which cost the Federal government precious time were attributable to him.

Regular officers, who should have been formed into cadres upon which could

be built a strong volunteer force, were kept, over the objections of Scott

and later LIcClellan, with regular units. Instead of being officers having

had professional training, regimental and brigade officers of volunteer

units were civilians many of whom had never heard a gun ”fired in anger."

Since no one had had much military experience, camparw and regimental

officers were placedin their positions by popular election of the soldiers.

In spite of obvious limitations, however, this system did not fare too

truly since anyone with even the faintest military reputation was regarded

Lith 87:63. lien who were graduates of West Point or were veterans of the

Mexican ‘a'far were almost certain to become officers. Generals were appointed

E

l J. G. Randall, Civillvg 3 Reconstruction, Boston, D.O. Heath 8; 00.,

1:3 7, 265.
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by the President and confirmed by the Senate, but in practice were select-

cd_by the governors of the states. '

Thile the states drove themselves into a frenzy enlisting troops, dis-

;xnching purchasing agents in all directions to secure arms and equipment

and forcing southern sympathizers to conform.to northern mores, Lincoln's

governnont found itself virtually cut off from the area it represented.

Incatcd as it was between.Maryland, strong in southern tradition, and

Virginia, soon to become the heart and head of the Confederacy,‘washington

‘muzeasy to isolate. On April 19, the Sixth.hassachusetts regiment passed

through Baltimore and in doing so precipitated a riot in which feur of the

troops were killed and many others wounded. The regiment finally got

through to Whohington and was quartered in the Capitol. After the riot,

ineops were shunted around Baltimore for fear of generating a first-class

riot at the lea"t or of driving Maryland into the Confederacy at the most.

Pro;r:ss'was slow and as the telegraph lines had been cut, the people in

th~hinjton were corpletely ignorant as to what was happening in the North.

2?: city was almost conpletely without defenders, and the government'moncn-

thrilv feared a lungs northward across the Potomac by Confederate troops.

Such isolation of the city was devastating to the morale of the in-

?V”fiicnts. Governaent men went about their routine duties with long faces,

sto;pir3 fro: tine to tire to pass on or receive the latest rumor. Houses

L ’
J .
5

v u
}

'
Ulaces were quiet; in fact, everything was quiet except for

he cot: ional clatter of small detachments of cavalry in the streets and

‘hc ?::e of szntinels about the Executive Yansion. From tite to tins
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telegraph operators could hear faint clicking-:3 of secessionist moseses,

cud these 0:-1y served to heighten the unnatural calm of the city. The

last s‘ipzent of mail had told stories of wild excitement-throughout the

‘.71th, of the departursof New York's Seventh regiment, of Governor

sprejzo's sailing with his Rhoda Islanders, of a monster mass meeting in

mien Square, and of the host of other manifestations of patriotism. Rut

none of this were real to Lincoln. Speaking to soldiers of the Kassa-

chu-ze tts Six‘1 wounded in the Baltimore outbreak, he expressed his gloom:

I don't believe there is any North. The 'Seventh regiment is a -

zryth. R. Island is not known in our geography am longer. You

are the only Northern realities.

flat on the same day, the Seventh New York and the Seventh Massachusetts

7t.“rt3:! overland from Annapolis to their railhead. By noon the troops

arrived in washington and with their arrival the bottleneck was broken.

Tn ll‘le’lZQI‘ troops flowed into Washington and the capital was again in

com-rot with its nation.2 The combined work of installing a new party

in power and of mobilization for a war moved on. Lincoln's task was

Iottjnv roll under way while McClellan's, the first phase deveIOping

in the want, was Just commencing.

‘—

l l; .Ler Lemett, Lincoln and the Civil VLar in the Diaries arm—d

{Lil §£_John Big, New Xork, Doddl:ead a“:“00., E39, II. Hereaiter

Cite; a: wry,Diaiies.
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CHAPTER II

WAR, A CONTINUATION OF POLITICS

As an important railroad official, as a well-known Democrat of the

Douglas persuasion, and as an ex-military man of outstanding record,

George B. McClellan was much in demand during the hectic days following

Lincoln's April call to arms. is a prominent native son, his services

were desired by Governor Curtin of Pennsylvania, and in New York he was

being considered for the post of comander of that state's forces. While

on route there to talk over military matters, he was asked to stop at

Coltmbus, Ohio to talk to Governor Dennison;L He was met at the Columbus

railroad station and taken at once to the State House by Jacob D. Cox, a

masher of the Ohio legislature and the senior military adviser to Governor

Dennison. McClellan appeared at this time as a quiet, modest man under

medium height. His body was muscularly formed and his well-poised,

splendidly-shaped head sat atop heavy shoulders well conditioned to mili-

tary posture. Even in his plain traveling dress, McClellan gave the im-

pression of supreme confidence in himself and his ability to cape with

arm situation.2

Dennison described to McClellan the pitiful condition of Ohio's

military resources and asked him, pending enabling legislation to be

acted upon that very day, to accept command of all Ohio troops with the

Who, o-n Stag. ho.

2 g. a 3.3, 1,15.
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rank of Major-General of Ohio Volunteers. It is interesting in this con-

nection to realize that Dennison's first choice for the position was Irvin

McDowell, who was prevented from accepting because of regular army duties.

Dennison's idea in naming a commander-in-chief for Ohio forces was to free

himself from the tremendous weight of administrative duty organizing a

state militia involved. He wanted to delegate to McClellan full responsi-

bility for organizing, supplying, and fighting Ohio troops as well as oo-

ordinating their efforts with those of other states and/"titsh national

government. With this understood, McClellan accepted the appointment

and at once entered upon his duties with vigor.

A survey of Ohio's resources revealed that Governor Dennison, if any-

thing, had been guilty of understating the case in describing them as piti-

ful. more were, on April 23, 1,880 small arms and 31 field guns.1 The

small arms were, in general, smooth bore mskets of ancient design, and

the field pieces were mated and corroded from too much firing of blank

amnition for ceremonials. Equipment was in even worse condition. An

inspection of the state arsenal revealed only a pile of cavalry harnesses

rotting and mildewed with age—-"a fine stock of munitions on which to begin

a great war."2 Assuming they must start from scratch, Cox and McClellan

began to plan for raising and equipping 10,000 men and ways those men could

best be used in a grand design for ending the rebellion. As they talked

that spring day, McClellan began to describe a strategic plan he later

I Ergo E. llcClellan, Report on the Organization 8: Cam ai s of

the fig of the Potomac, New York, {ah-emu & 00., Puinshers, I§&,7.

Here ter cited as McClellan, Remrt.

2 g. & 9., I, 90.
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forwarded to General Scott for consideration by the national government.

The area between the Mississippi and the Alleghenies and north of the

Ohio River should, he believed, fonm one strategic field under the comp

mand.of one man. He assumed that hostilities in this field would break

out along the Ohio River, but he hoped that political action could.post—

pone such an outbreak in order to allow the northwest time to prepare and

to permit'lashington to be relieved from its precarious position. For the

'west, he proposed occupying Cairo, Illinois, Sandoval, Ohio, places along

the Illinois Central'below'Vincennes, Seymore (so as to observe Louis-

ville), Cincinnati, and Chillicothe. 'With an active wing of this western

army he suggested crossing the Ohio River at Gallipolis and moving up the

valley of the Great Kanawha on Richmond, coordinated with a move on Cumber-

lsnd and.possibly a raid on Louisville. The Richmond.movement should be

promptly'undertaken and.have as one of its essential objectives the re-

lief of lashington. If Kentucky elected to leave the union, he suggested

employing a ferce of some 80,000 troops to cross the Ohio River at Cine

cinnati and.march straight to Nashville, Tennessee. If this movement were

successful so that Kentucky and Tennessee were brought under Federal con-

trol, a movement, in concert with a similar one organized in the east

toward Charleston, could.be made on Montgomery, Alabama. He did not be-

lieve the North should remain passively on the defensive. If it proved

impossible to arm the troops required for the second plan he suggested

the first plan, i.e., down.the Great Kanawha valley, be attempted. It

was, however, "absolutely necessary that the Gen. Govt. should strain
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1

every nerve to supply the west with Arms, Amunition and Equipments."

General Scott, pressed as he was in planning wave of utilizing the

new troops, was not-happy to receive such advice from a young upstart,

and endorsed the‘note along to Lincoln with comments tearing the plan

to pieces. McClellan, he suggested, planned his operations to employ...

“men whose term of service would expire by the time he had collected and

organised than." me march "upon Richmond from the Ohio would probably

insure the revolt of Western Virginia.... The general eschews water

transportation by the Ohio and Mississippi.... His plan is to subdue the

Seceded States, by piecemeal, instead of enveloping them all (nearly) at

once, by a cordon. of posts on the Mississippi to its mouth, from its

Junction with the (bio, and by blockading ships of war on the seaboard."2

McClellan's plan at this early stage was admittedly rough and immature.

let it did have the redeaing feature of representing thinking in broad

strategic terns rather than in terms of local engagements only. In addi-

tion, it contained the germ of what was to become one of his fundamental.

beliefs, i.e., that the defense of Washington could be best accomplished

by offensive operations against the Confederate arm. In this instance

he was suggesting that amr threat Virginia troops posed to Washington

could be countered 'by a drive through western Virginia on Richmond. Also

implicit in his plan was the notion that the designation of a supreme field

comander was essential to carry out arm design for victory. There is no

 

1 learns, me Lincoln Pa ere, II, 599-600.

2 Ibid., 651-.-
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reason to suppose that at such an early date McClellan visualised himself

in that role. He had been a captain in the old army and he had accepted

a rank much higher than his age and relative rank would have allowed him

to aspire. He was, of course, interested in securing as much support as

possible for his own particular sphere of activity; hence his emphasis

upon the western movement. then transferred east, he was equally solicit-

ous about securing sufficient force to make the major effort from that area.

 
McCIELLAN'S EARL! STRATEGIC PLAN

Faced with a pressing need to provide for the growing swarm of vol-

unteer companies and regiments which began daily to pour into Columbus,

McClellan ordered General Cox to a place on the outskirts of Cincinnati

to establish a permanent training camp. At that place, designated
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Camp Dennison, Cox and Captain Rosecrans established a reception center

and developed a training program based on Hardee's Tactics and whatever

else volunteer officers thought troops should know. The regiment and a

half which Cox took with him to Camp Dennison built their own quarters

and subsequently arriving units were required to do the same thing. Each

regiment established its own camp and was made responsible for its own

administration. Troops were drilled without arms, since none were avail-

able, and schools were established within each regiment to teach volunteer

officers something of the meteries of drill and command. During the two

weeks following Cox's arrival, all Ohio troops, excepting those sent on to

lashington, were received at Cap Dennison. Brigades were organized and

the command of the whole devolved upon General J. H. Bates. McClellan had

at first intended moving to Camp Dennison, but the press of administrative

duty kept him in Columbus.1

A probla which plagued McClellan during these formative days was the

absolute lack of an adequate staff to handle the details of establishing,

training, equipping and supplying a field arm. There had been nothing in

the old regular am remotely resembling a general staff. Units were in

general small, and comenders could deal directly with each other on all

matters, whether adndnistrative or operational. Now with a real need for

staff work of a high order, there was Just no tradition for it in the

American am. The government's policy denied to these new units the only

people who had the slightest "know-how" as to details of making returns,

I E. &. £10, I, 960
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commanding drills, and instructing in the use of weapons. Eventually,

of course, the policy was changed, but during the time when regular

army staff officers would have been invaluable there were none to be had.

McClellan had early sensed the need for a staff. 0n the very dw of his

appointment to the comand of Ohio troops he wrote to General Scott asking

for the detail of staff officers.l He repeated his request somewhat later,

but as Washington seemed disinclined to grant his request, he began a

concealed recruitment of a staff' on which he could depend. Captain Gordon

Granger, who was in Cincinnati on temporary recruiting duty, was made in-

spector-general. Captain Lawrence Williams became an aide and Major Seth

Williams the assistant adjutant general. McClellan's father-in-law,

Randolph Marcy, was made paymaster and stayed on to become chief of staff

of the Army of the Potomac.2 A number of the officers who joined McClellan

during his tenure with the (mic troops stayed with him and formed the

nucleus for the splendid staff of the Army of the Potomac.

Gradually some order in the defenses of the nation began to evolve,

more, it is true, by the efforts of such men as McClellan in forcing the

War Department to make decisions than through the initiative of Cameron

and Scott. The nation was divided into military departments and commanders

appointed. On Kay 3, 1861 the Department of the Ohio was created, consist-

ing of the states of Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio. McClellan was assigned

comand of the department and given the rank of Major-General United States

 

1 13. 8:1», I, 91;.

2 McClellan, 0__w_n. Story, h3-h5.
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Am. His mission was to insure the defense of his department and to re-

claim any questionable ground in the name of the Union. He received his

cepy of the order on May 13 and assumed command on that date. Earlier,

however, he had begun to act on the basis of unofficial evidence of his

appointment. He got in touch with the governors of the three states

for-ing his department (Morton-Indiana, Yates-Illinois, and Dennison-

Ohio) to encourage them to speed up recruitment of troops as rapidly as

the availability of equipment would allow. On matters of coordinating

the activities of the states and on matters involving relationships with

the border states, HcClellan was forced to act pretty much on his own

responsibility. The lack of staff and the lack of effective military

leadership in Washington placed heavy responsibility on field commanders.

Such a matter as securing cavalry and artillery for his department proved

to be especially vexatious to him. Requests sent to Scott for field batter-

ies were either unanswered or else replied to with the statement that the

department did not need them. Finally, upon McClellan's recommendation,

the governors of the three states organized, on their own responsibility,

gun batteries and units of cavalry. Three batteries of unmounted artillery

passed through Cincinnati and there McClellan detained them, sending an

officer to Washington asking permission to keep and mmmt than. Scott was

more than a little upset about the request and told Captain Getty, the of-

ficer from 01:10, that he knew ”more about artillery than General McClellan

1

does, and it is not for him to teach me.”

1 HcClellan, 9:2 Stag, ’47.
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While putting his enlarged command in order, thlellan and Mercy were

required to be on the road a good deal visiting installations, holding con-

ferences with state officials, and straightening out difficulties as they

developed in recruitment, supply, or training. While he was away from Co-

lumbus on one of these visits, U. S. Grant paid a visit to his headquarters

to see if llcClellan could use him on his staff. Marcy behaved McClellan

could and told Grant to wait until the general's return. Before that time,

however, Grant received word that he could command a regiment of Illinois

troops, and so reamed a military career that was to end with command of

the entire United States Army.1 On these visits several trouble spots

appeared to claim HoClellan's attention. His solution to the problems he

discovered form the history of the latter period of his command in the west.

One such trouble spot was Kentucky, which, although not in his depart-

ment, remained as a possible danger on the border of the states comprising

McClellan's command. Kentucky was one of those states in which the secession-

ist feeling was effectively countered by either strong Union sentiments or

a willingness to compromise. The leaders of Kentucky, Governor Magoffin,

Senator Crittenden, Breckinridge, and others, were in favor of compromise

rather than of accepting either of the extreme positions. There were, it

is true, some extreme secessionists who attempted to call a state convention

to take Kentucky out of the Union. Unionists opposed such a move, and pro-

Southern public opinion was not strong enough to force the legislature to

convene a convention. With the firing on Fort Sumter and the calls for

m7.
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troops, first by Lincoln and then by the Confederate secretary of war,

Kentucky drifted toward a position of neutrality between the two sections.

This condition lasted roughly from May to September, 1861, and placed a

difficult problem in the laps of field commanders who without knowledge

of Lincoln's political aims had to fit actions into policy of their own

improvisation.1

Several weeks before taking the field against the Confederates in

western Virginia, McClellan was paid a friendly call by Simon B. Buckner,

at that time comander of the Kentucky militia, to talk over the situation

in Kentucky and to find out what the Union forces would do in event the

secessionist troops then being organized by General Pillow were to stage

a raid into Kentucky. Buckner, having secessionist sympathies, was most

anxious that the Union troops star out of Kentucky and so assured Mc-

Clellan that if Pillow did attack, the Kentuckians would drive him out

of the state. McClellan warned Buckner: ”You had better be quick about

it, Simon, for if I learn that the rebels are in Kentucky, I will, with

or without orders, drive then out without delay." He went on to warn

Buckner that the government had granted no power to guarantee the neu-

trality of Kentucky but that he certainly could not respect even quasi-

neutrality if Confederate troops entered the state. The implications of

his statements, however, were such as to lead the Kentuckians to believe

the North would not invade unless the South did first,2 thus helping to

quiet fears that the new Republican administration was determined to ride

Wm, Civil m g Reconstruction, 319-320.

2 McClellanT-E; SEE, h9.
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rough shod over the liberties of its political opponents.

During May, McClellan wrote to Lincoln discussing affairs in the West

and praising Lincoln's policy of distributing arms to Kentucky Unionists,

for that proved to them that the Federal government had no intention of

subjugating them. He warned of the delicate situation develOping in

western Kentucky, as a convention then being held at Hayfield might at

am time declare the western part of the state separate from Kentucky

and annexed to Pennsylvania. If that action were taken, Confederate

troops could be expected to move in, thus forcing the armed Union men to

precipitate a crisis by driving Pillow back out.1 By his analysis of both

of these situations regarding Kentuclq, McClellan proved himself keenly

aware of the political needs of the situation and of ways the military

arm could best be used to accomplish what he supposed were the political

objectives. In times of stress, military men are too frequently inclined

to act first and to ask questions later. McClellan demonstrated that he

could defer action if suitable political issues were at stake. He felt

deeply the need however, for more specific instructions from Washington.

Rest assured that I will exert all my energies to carry out

EE‘ESESSH fillyiiicfifiiifizfifiuifiifiiu be 31“ ‘°

1 probla which Jointly confronted McClellan and old General Robert

Patterson, commanding the Department of Pennsylvania, was the Confederate

occupation of Harpers Ferry and their control of a part of the Baltimore

and (hie railroad tracks. From April 18 on, the Confederates had occupied

l learns, The Lincoln Pa ere, 625.

2 mm, 626: (finite—aim.
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Harpers Ferry and were in position to regulate the flow of traffic along

the B. 8: 0. tracks. These trOOps were under the command of Colonel T. J.

Jackson and were charged with the responsibility of observing the Union

forces in Pennsylvania and Maryland and protecting the Confederate main

body at Winchester.

General Patterson eventually began very tentative operations against

this saliait, but soon became convinced that he was faced by superior

forces and so halted his advance. He wired his position to McClellan and

asked for aid. McClellan at once wired General Scott of Patterson's plea

for help and suggested that troops from the Department of the Ohio move

down the B. 8: 0. They could then Join with Patterson's tr00ps in clearing

out the line-Cumberland, Williamsport, Harpers Ferry—and drive into the

Shenandoah valley. Scott '8 reply was again highly discouraging: "the re-

gion beyond Piedmont is not within General McClellan's command. When his

opinion is desired about matters there it will be asked for."1 It should

be kept in mind that Confederate troops moving from the Shenandoah valley

were the determining factors in lchowell's defeat at the first battle of

Bull Run. McClellan's idea of strengthening Patterson sufficiently to

permit an offensive contained real insight into the military situation.

A third and perhaps major problem which presented itself to McClellan

was related in political principle to the Kentucky affair and by strategic

considerations to the Confederate positions based upon Harpers Ferry. The

people living in the western counties of Virginia were not sympathetic to

secession. A number of these men from the mountain regions even desired

I HcCIefian, Qw_n_ Story, 1"].
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to establish a separate state which would be loyal to the Union. They were

not, however, in agreement as to how they could best make good‘their de-

sires. Some wanted an actual invasion by Federal troops to forestall a

similar action by the authorities at Richm0nd. Others were convinced that

such overt proceedings would but alienate the growing Union sentiment in

the region. A better way, they believed, lay in local groups obtaining

arms and equipment from the Federal government and defending themselves

against secessionists. As this region had been assigned to the Depart-

ment of the Ohio on May 9, McClellan was forced to ponder these alterna-

tives. His own state rights sympathies caused him to favor allowing the

western Virginians to make good their own revolution with ems supplied

by him. He was content to rest along the borders of the Ohio so long as

the Richmond authorities made no hostile move and so long as the region

was not adopted as the mainline of attack upon Richmond by the War De-

partment. His only hostile move was to transfer some troops from Camp

Dennison to places a little closer to the border of the state, but that

was all. I

The new commander of the Virginia troops, Robert E. Lee, had also

considered the mountain counties and how best they could be kept under

the authority of Virginia. Lee arrived at the same conclusion as

llcClellan, i.e., that am display of force from outside the area would

only serve to drive the western people into the Opposite camp. But since

there had to be some sort of garrison in the region, if only to oppose the

Ohio troops, he ordered Major Alonso Loring of Wheeling to recruit a volun-

teer force at that place and Major Francis M. Boykin to do the same at
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Grafton. Colonel George A. Porterfield of Jackson's Harpers Ferry command

was to combine these two forces into a regiment to be reinforced by troops

detached from Harpers Ferry. ‘llie command was to occupy various points

along the B. & 0. tracks and to help keep the papulation of West Virginia

loyal to the state. Porterfie 1d was to concentrate at Grafton, Parkers-

burg, and Houndsville.

Recruiting efforts were unsuccessful and when Porterfield arrived at

Grafton on May 114 to assume command he found no troops. He pointed out

that there was great 'disaffection...and opposition to the lawful action

of the state authorities is certainly contemplated."zL Lee then became

convinced that outside force would be required and so ordered state units

from Staunton to Grafton and enjoined the commander at Harpers Ferry to

lend all assistance possible to accomplish the assigned missions.2 These

in addition to the companies which had been raised at Pruntytown, Philippi,

and Clarksburg he believed ought to be sufficient.3 On May 25, Porterfield

assumed the initiative by ordering the destruction of bridges on the B. a 0.

main line as far west as possible. Willey, the officer responsible, com-

plied and that evening demolished two bridges over Buffalo Creek. On the

1;

27th he burned important bridges between Clarksburg and Parkersburg.

I Ochi31 Records of the Union and Confederate Armies, Washington,

Government PHnt‘iJ—xg—Offize,TSerIes,-751ume II, 353. Hereafter cited

in the form Offic. 3.3.2" 1 ser., II, 810. _

2 Rim—371$,.

3 1113., 855.

h F. P. Summers, The Baltimore 8: Ohio in the Civil War, New York,

GO PO Putnam.’ Sons, 1%, 720 - _ -— —



In A.

a ..i a

r .«aOCI.

I st-(C

e...“ .....som

. A _

at . up.“ ’1

. e '04 (a

. e .
. 00.!na1

I .‘u!%

I
x
:

;

/.



146

McClellan, while well aware of these movements on the part of Vir-

ginia forces, was not greatly concerned. He assumed that the Operations

could not prelude a Confederate offensive into Ohio and he still wanted

to refrain, if at all possible, from injuring the sensibilities of the

western Virginians. Scott, however, received word of the Confederate

activities and on May 2h wired that he had..."certain intelligence that

at least two companies of Virginia trOOps have reached Grafton evidently

with the purpose of overawing the friends of the Union in Western Virginia.

Can you counteract the influence of that detachment? Act promptly...."1

McClellan replied at once that he would clear the entire region if that

were desired, but he received no reply; nor, for that matter, did he re-

ceive any subsequent order concerning sending troops into western Virginia.

Scott's cryptic message of the 2hth might have referred to furnishing more

arms to the inhabitants, conducting a prepaganda campaign, or overt mili-

tary operations. Clarification was sadly needed. McClellan's campaign

in that sector was actually undertaken canpletely on his own responsibility.2

In the light of the delicate'political questions involved, one can only

wonder at his willingness to assume such a heavy responsibility, for his

invasion of western Virginia might well have resulted in a levee _e_n_ masse
 

against him or a complete repudiation of him by his government.

Nevertheless, McClellan began at once to plan two expeditions, one

to Grafton and the other to the Kanawaha valley. He was somewhat hindered

I UIIICO ‘LOCO’ 1 ser., II, 6&8.

2 McClellan, Re art, 13.
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in his preparations since he was also in the process of re-enlisting three-

month men for terms of three years. Many units were kept out of the west

Virginia campaign because of the reorganization the re—enlistments made

necessary. While at Camp Dennison on the afternoon of May 26, he received

word of Porterfield's bridge-burning expedition. This was the overt act

for which he had been waiting to justify crossing the west Virginia frontiers.

He returned to Cincinnnati at once and dispatched orders putting in motion

the elements of his frontier forces. Colonel B. T. Kelly was at Wheeling

with a partly equipped regiment of west Virginia volunteers. From there

Kelly was ordered to march down the B. & 0. tracks in the direction of

Fairmount to prevent my further damage to railroad bridges and to repair

bridges alreacv burned out. Calonel Irwin was dispatched with the 16th

Ohio Volunteers from Bellaire into Virginia to cooperate with Kelly.

Colonel Stedman was ordered to take his own regiment, the lhth Ohio, the

18th Ohio and Burnett's State Battery to take possession of Parkersburg

on the morning of May 27, then to move on to Grafton.1

To insure that his movements were understood by the civilian popula-

tion, he addressed to thm a Proclamation dated May 26:

Virginians: The general government has long enough endured

the mchinations of a few factious rebels in your midst....

Having failed...to deprive you of...your...rights, they now

seek to...force you to...submit to the yoke of...the Southern

Confederacy. They are...ruining your...railways. The general

government has...abstained from sending trOOps across the

Ohio...a1though urged to....It determined to await the result

of the late election....ls soon as the result of the election

was known, the traitors comenced their work of destruction.

The general goverment cannot close its ears to the demand

you have made for assistance....Troops...come as your friends

I McClellan, Re rt, 111-15.
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and brothers....Your homes...families...property are safe...

all your rights shall be...respected....I call upon you to

fly to arms and support the central government....Proclaim

to the world that...you remain true to the stars and stripes&

To fire the hearts of his soldiers he addressed them in these tenms:

Soldiers&-You are ordered to cross the frontier, and enter

upon the soil of Virginia.

Ibur mission is to restore peace and confidence, to protect

the majesty of the law, and to rescue our brethern from the

grasp of armed traitors. Iou are to act in concert with

Virginia troops, and to support their advance. I place

under the safeguard of your honor, the persons and property

of the Virginians. I know that you will respect their feel-

ings and all their rights.

Preserve the strictest discipline;-remember that each of

you holds in his keeping, the honor of Ohio and the Union.

If you are called upon to overcome anmea oppesitien, I know

that your courage is equal to the task;-but remember, that

your only foes are the armed traitors,——and show mercy even

to them when they are in your power, for many of them are

misguided. When, under your protection the loyal men of

Western Virginia have been enabled to organize and arm, they

can protect themselves, and you can then return to your homes,

with the proud sagisfaction of having saved a gallant people

from destruction.

 

McCLELLAN'S WEST VIRGINIAN

CAMPAIGN 0F SPRING

1861

I $5130 16.

2 McClellan, Re rt, 16-17.
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Kelly left Wheeling at about 7:00 A.M. on the 27th and Irwin and

Stedman left their positions at about 10:00 the same morning. General

Thaaas A. Morris was alerted in Indianapolis to be ready to move his

Indiana volunteers from there on receipt of telegraphic orders. Not

knowing the abilities or discretion of the officers who were to carry

out his orders, McClellan sent supplementary instructions to Kelly warn-

ing him to be careful and not to engage the enew unless he were sure of

victory. He was not to proceed to Grafton except on specific orders or

intelligence that Stedman had already occupied it. He was enjoined to

maintain the greatest secrecy and to keep in constant telegraphic con-

tact with Cincinnati.1 '

Kelly arrived at the burned-out bridges and promptly set to work

repairing them. At the same time he moved an advanced guard to the

important bridge over the Monongahela River at Fairmont. At 11:00 A.M.,

May 30, he moved on and reached Grafton by 2:30 that afternoon, finding

that the Confederates had evacuated it before his arrival. Stedman ar-

rived at Clarksburg somewhat later, having been delayed by the destruction

I Offic. Rec" 1 ser., II, 16446. In this order McClellan demon-

strated mam oT—the qualities which later were to characterize him as

commander of the Arm of the Potomac. Fully realising the limitations of

green troops and the effects a setback could have on their morale as well

as the political fortune in his state, he ordered caution. Also believing

that only he could handle his campaign if he controlled it step by step,

he placed a restraining line on Kelly. Later, during the Peninsular and

Maryland campaign, McClellan also retained complete control during the

preliminary phases, although once a battle was joined McClellan, as did

Lee, allowed his subordinates to conduct the battle. Only once did he

ever issue a general march order, for once such an order was executed

the commanding general lost control over events, thus running the risk

of precipitating a battle before he was ready.
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of the bridges in his path. Guards were at once placed around all re-

covered bridges while reinforcments were hurried forward from Ohio and

Indiana. Morris was ordered to bring the 6th, 7th, and 9th Indiana regi-

ments and to assme cmand at Grafton. He arrived on May 31, and at once

began plans for pushing on toward Philippi.l

Morris found that Colonel Kelly had organised an expedition for the

night of the 31st against the enemy, who had retreated to Philippi.

Morris, however, deferred the attack. On June 2, he ordered Kelly to

a point six miles east of Grafton from which he was to move overland by

the shortest possible manner, coming before the town of Philippi at

MOO A.M. the next morning. A second column under Colonel Dumont was

sent to Webster on the evening of the 2nd from where, together with

Stedman's ccmlmand, it was to move on Philippi at the same time as Kelly.

During the night a heavy storm blew up and the men were not able to keep

to their schedule. The attack was made, however, and the village oc-

cupied, but the bulk of the Southern force made good their escape. During

the fight Colonel Kelly was wounded, at first it was believed mortally,

although subsequent examination proved it to be superficial. As soon

as Philippi was taken, the Union troops prepared it fOlz‘ defense and as

a base from which future operations could be launched. During the

next several weeks, as more units were trained and equipped at Camp Denni-

son, they were pushed forward to Morris who used them in guarding the

I ECCIEIE, ReEgrt, we

2 0:13.90 5-22., .aro, II, 67'68e
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l

railroad to his rear and in building up for subsequent movements.

Lee was now placed in a difficult position by the Union movanents.

If the Federal advance continued south through Beverly, it would place

them astride the Staunton-Parkersburg stage road which, southeast of

Beverly, made junction with the various roads cros sing the Alleghenies.

Unless opposed by sufficient forces, Federal columns could exploit these

crossings and get in the rear of all Confederate troops in the lower

Shenandoah valley. Lee elected to make a major effort to prevent this

from happening. To canmand the build-up of troops at Beverly, Lee's

adjutant-general, Robert S. Garnett, was dispatched to the west, although

he was irreplaceable in Richmond. Garnett had graduated from West Point

in 18141 and after the death of his wife and child had sublimated all his

desires into working at his profession. He had been Major of the 9th

Infantry and was highly respected for his abilities as an officer. When

Virginia passed the ordinance of secession he promptly resigned from the

United States Army and was made Adjutant-General to Lee with the rank of

Colonel. His new comand entitled him to and he received promotion to

Brigadier-General. Arriving in the West, Garnett quickly organized two

regiments and on June 15 occupied Rich Mountain and Laurel Hill, thus

covering Beverly and the roads leading to Staunton and Franklin. While

not believing that he could attack the Union troops, he did believe he

could contain them and thus relieve other parts of the state. To this

_ 2

end he began training his raw troops and schooling the volunteer officers.

I McCEIIE, ReErt, 18.

2 Freman, Lee's lieutenants, I, 2h-27.
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As June wore on, McClellan bent every effort to supply his deficien-

cies in transportation and in cavalry. By the time intelligence reached

him of Garnett's activities, his anny was sufficiently equipped that he

felt ready to resume the offensive. On June 20 he left Cincinnati for

Parkersburg, Virginia, arriving there on the let. That day and the next

he spent in hurrying up transportation. 0n the 22nd, leaving General

Rosecrans at Parkersburg, he went to Grafton to view at first hand the

situation.1 He found conditions fairly favorable. There were reports

of a fairly strong detachment at Romney but he assumed that Patterson

could attack with enough vigor to offer a support for his own operations.

He over—estimated the size of the force on Laurel Mountain but correctly

assumed the mission of that force to be purely defensive. From the way

things looked, he believed his command could be ready inside of several

 

days for an advance on the line Clarksbuig “‘ ‘L Beverly, thus

turning the estimated heavy Confederate forces on Laurel Mountain. Once

2

this was done, he proposed solidifying his gains. His plans illustrated

on a map were somewhat as follows: _

. °lbrnwevfli
\.
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I McEIeIIan, Report, 19.

2 Offic. 23—0-0, I ser., II, 195.
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That done he issued two other proclamations, one to the inhabitants

of Western Virginia and the other to the soldiers of the Army of the West.

The one reviewed the major points of his earlier proclamation, then pointed

out that civilians had been engaging in guerilla warfare. He therefore

warned all persons who were found guilty of such acts that they would be

..."dealt with in their persons and property according to the severest

rules of military law." To his soldiers he enjoined "strictest discipline,"

and "heroic courage.” "Remember that I have pledged nor word to the people

of West Virginia that their rights in person and property shall be respect-

ed." ...‘Soldierst I have heard that there was danger here. I have come

to place maelf at your head and to share it with you. I fear now but one

thing—that you will not find foemen worthy of your steel. I know that I

can rely upon you."1

That off his chest, he ordered Cox to move tr00ps out from Camp Den-

nison, crossing the Ohio River, occupying Point Pleasant. Cox was to remain

on the defensive with the assigned mission of holding down enemy forces at

Charleston while McClellan with the main body would try to outflank Beverly.2

Before he could make this flanking movement, however, he found that the

troops at Buckhannon needed attention. His supplies were coming to him

erratically because of a want of transportation and he had to rectify this.

Since part of his self-assigned mission in West Virginia was to hold for

the Union cause territory once gained, he had to devote some little attention

to fortifying and garrisoning positions along the Cheat River, at Grafton,

 

1 Ibid., 796-197.

2 021.130 .5920, 1 ser., II, 1970
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Wébster, Clarksburg, and Parkersburg as well as crucial points along the

railroad. This was no raid he was staging but an invasion designed to

liberate fer the union a portion of Virginia. A slow conduct of the cam-

paign was not flashy but was effective.

On July 5 he wrote to the'lsr Department of his difficulties as well

as his plans. He pointed out that he had sent out several parties to feel

out the enemy and knew of his location on Rich.Mountain. He wanted if pos-

sible, to turn the position to the south, and thus occupy the Beverly road

in his rear. If possible he wanted to repeat Scott's classic maneuver of

Cerro Gordo, i.e., of completely outflanking the enemy's rear by means of

a little-used side path in the mountains. He went on to ask that the

adjutant general assure Scott that no prospect of a brilliant victory would

induce him to depart from his intention of gaining success by maneuvering

rather than by fighting. “I will not throw these raw men of’mine into the

1

teeth of artillery and intrenchments if it is possible to avoid it. Say

 

 

to the General, too, that I am trying to follow a lesson long ago learned

from.him3 i.e.,.not to move until I know that everything is ready, and

2

then to move with the utmost rapidity and energy."

I Italics mine. This sentence is perhaps crucial in an understands

ing of McClellan's entire concept of command. It is, as a matter of fact,

a concept which has a distinctly American flavor, i.e., with immense

national resources a general should use materiel and.maneuver to gain

points in a fight rather than sacrifice lives of soldiers. This atti—

tude, which governed a11.lcClellan's command decisions, goes far to exp

plain his slowness before Yerktown and his caution at Antietam.

2 Office Egg." 1 ser., II, 198‘199e
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On July 6, McClellan began his advance against Garnett by ordering

two regiments under Colonel Robert L. McCook of Ohio to the Middle Fork

Bridge about half'way to Beverly. General.Morris at the same time was

moved from Philippi to a position in front of Garnett's defenses on

Laurel.Mountain. Three days later'McCIellan concentrated.his main body

at Roaring Creek about two miles from.the Confederate position astride

Rich Mountain. Convinced that the Rich Mountain defenses were too strong

to attempt a frontal attack, McClellan welcomed the advice of a young man

who lived nearby, and who thought he could lead the union troops to the

rear of Rich.Mountain by a littleeknown road leading around the Confederate

left flank. It was such a narrow path that artillery could not be used

but infantry could.manage. McClellan believed if his riflemen were to

strike the Southern troops suddenly in the flank there was good reason

to hope that the entire position might be over-run. He planned for the

main body, which he himself would command, to attack frontally from Roar-

ing Creek when they heard sounds of the flankers firing.

General‘l. S. Rosecrans volunteered to lead the flanking party and,

after nearly alerting the enemy by a reveille sounded in one of the regi-

mental camps at midnight, got his column underway. After ten hours of

severe marching, Rosecrans reached.Hart'e farm.to the rear and right of

the Confederate Pegramfls position. Early on the afternoon of July 11

the Union attack commenced, and after a hot fire fight lasting several

hours a sharp Onion charge broke the back of Pegramls defenses. As the

Southern troops retired to good.positions on the very crest of the hill

overlooking Roaring Creek, Rosecrans allowed his men to rest on their
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field while he sent word to McClellan of the outcome of the day's events.

When day broke on the 12th, Pegram's positions had been abandoned and

Rosecrans occupied the Confederate camp.

Meanwhile, at a little before noon on the 11th, McClellan formed the

regiments (five in number) remaining at Roaring Creek in position to attack.

Hearing nothing from the flankers, the attack troops rested. Finally,

sounds of firing were heard, but as it was sporadic and did not advance,

the frontal attack was delayed. McClellan has been severely criticised

for not having comenced his attack as soon as he heard firing. And per—

haps the criticism may have some justification. Before passing judgment,

however, McClellan's concept of this battle should be reviewed. He adopted

a flanking movement with the express purpose of saving lives which would

be lost in a frontal attack. A flanking attack only serves its purpose

when sufficient of the defenders of the enemy front are withdrawing to

enable a successful assault. Since the firing he heard was only sporadic,

McClellan had no way of telling whether or when the flanking movement would

become effective. Rather than rushing to a premature attack, he waited,

assming that Rosecrans would send runners back giving the situation.

Rosecrans, it must be argued, was the most culpable if someone must as-

sume blame, for it is an axiom of war that intelligence flows from front

to rear, with each subordinate leader responsible for keeping his superior

informed. McClellan, however, must bear a share of the blame for not main-

taining proper liaison between the wings of his command. A textbook solu-

tion would call for McClellan to have sent aides along with Rosecrans with

 

1 s. a L. 131-132.
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orders to send back messages at periodic intervals. Reliance upon gunfire

as a means of communication was an error, although throughout the 19th

century it was considered as an orthodox means of signalling for operations.

While waiting, McClellan dispatched an officer to locate gun positions

from which the two batteries of artillery could be employed. After one

was found, men were put to work readying it for the guns. 1118 following

morning, as troops were moving into position, word was received that the

Confederates had evacuated their position on Rich Mountain. Shortly there-

after, Rosecrans' runner arrived to inform the commanding general of the

events of the dw before. Leaving Rosecrans to care for the captured posi-

tion, McClellan pushed on into Beverly and took up positions to protect him-

self at that place.

Pegram, after having given up Rich Mountain, tried to join Garnett

on Laurel Hill but was unable to do so. On the 13th, therefore, he sur-

rendered 33 officers and 560 men.

On Laurel Mountain, meanwhile, General Garnett received word that the

Rich Mountain position had collapsed, and so, during the night of July 11-

12, began a retreat toward Beverly. Informed incorrectly that that place

was occupied by McClellan's main body, he made his way toward Leadsville.

The extreme darkness of the night prevented the Unionists under Morris

from learning of the evacuation, so it was late the following afternoon

before Union troops moved into Leadsville. At MOO A.M. on the 13th, Morris

began a pursuit which overtook Garnett's rear guard at about noon at the

I MCCICEH’ R art, 31o
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main fork of the Cheat River. In the fight that ensued Garnett was killed

and the rear guard dispersed. Morris' troops rested at this point.:L

After occupying Beverly, McClellan marched to Huttonsville with five

regiments sending word to Rosecrans to move his brigade from Rich Mountain

to Beverly. McClellan's objective in this maneuver was to gain the Cheat

Mountain pass, thus cutting off enemy forces reported along that way to

the relief of Garnett. Finding no signs of an enemy, he left three of the

regiments there as a covering force and returned to Beverly with the other

two.

On the 12th, McClellan had sent word to General Hill at Grafton that

the Laurel Hill position had been abandoned and that the forces under

General Garnett were in retreat toward eastern Virginia via Leadsville

and St. George, and ordered him to take the field to cut off the retreat.2

It was McClellan's intention that this wide maneuver could be accomplished

by using trains on the B. & 0. tracks, thus compensating for the distances

involved. This order Hill received on the 13th and he at once began to

collect his troops scattered along the two railroad lines to Parkersburg

and Wheeling. For want of transport, troops were unable to leave Ck-afton

until 14:00 P.M. on the 13th. As quickly as troops arrived at Oakland they

were dispatched south toward the Red House Junction, which had all-saw

been occupied by Union forces. Before concentration could be effected,

however, the Confederate troops had passed Red House. A pursuit was under-

taken but without results and was finally called off because of the fatigue

I 1533., 32.330

2 I i ., 33.
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of the troops and upon orders of McClellan. This was not until the 16th.

These troops were returned to Oakland on the 19th.1 The sketch reproduced

below presents in general the movements of the several columns of McClellan's

forces.

 

l:__.Hmen mavens-Ct

é—--Cen Fade-rate Move med"

McCLELLAN'S ATTEMPTS TO CAPTURE

GARNETT'S FORCES

As these events came to an end, McClellan turned his attention to

the Kanawha Valley. Cox, the general in command, had begun his movement

down that valley but made poor progress, partly because he did not have

adequate cavalry. On the 17th he requested McClellan to send reeinforce—

ments and again on the 19th. After studying the situation, McClellan re-

solved to go to the lower Kanawha valley via Suttonsville, Summerville, and

Dogwood Ridge with the objective of cutting off the troops opposing Cox.

I 02216. Rio, 1 391‘s, II, 22h‘2280
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Six regiments were alerted for the movement, but before it could be under-

taken McClellan was ordered toWashington.1

During the western Virginia operations McClellan did not fail to keep

the‘War Department and the press informed of his activities. On July 7

he notified'Washington of McCook's advance toward Beverly'and then raised

the issue of where operations should.be attempted after western Virginia

had been cleared.2 On the 10th he notified‘washington of the proposed I

advance against Rich Mountain and also made a request for more troops if

further operations were in order. On the 12th a telegram was dispatched

notifying the government of Rosecrans' action and its issue. ‘Again on the

12th Washington was posted on the capture of Beverly and was also notified

that Garnett's force must have been composed of 10,000 men. ‘Washington

received these messages of victory most happily and wired that they (Scott,

the Cabinet, and the President) "were Charmed”'with.Mc01ellan's work. They

did not doubt that he would in time sweep the rebels from western Virginia,

but they did notlmean to precipitate him as he was "fast enough."3 To the

press, McClellan released stories about the campaign which thrilled a

North eager for victories. The Napoleonic flourish of the several proclas

nations issued and very real results of the campaign boosted.McCIellan's

stock with the American people. Many began to regard.him as a.man to lead

the ferces of the republic in a quick victory over the rebels.

I McClellan, Re rt, 35.

2 Offic. Rec., 1 ser., II, 201.

3 ISIE?,'§UK.
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The campaign in western Virginia, from the standpoint of numbers of

troops involved, was insignificant, but in several other respects was

highly important. McClellan had, by judicious handling of political and

military problems, removed an important area from Confederate control.

In invading an area in which the people were extremely jealous of their

local rights, he was hailed as a deliverer rather than as an invader.

Further, he had made good his campaign with scant loss of life. He had

handled green troops in such a way that they sustained difficult marches

and their baptism of fire without breaking. This speaks much for a com-

mander's skill.

The point is sometimes made that McClellan was hardly justified in

claiming victory in western Virginia since the victories in that area

were actually gained by subordinates. Such criticism misses the essential

point of generalship. A general of an independent army should be required

to make a minimum number of decisions, but those decisions are crucial.

For example, only one major decision needed to be made in 1915-16 by the

French as the Germans attempted to force Verdun. hat was to defend it.

After that decision was made, subordinate officers could be allowed to

execute it. McClellan's crucial decisions were (1) to cross into western

Virginia, (2) to assail the Confederates in front of Beverly and (3) to

invade the Kanawha valley. Once those decisions were made and subordinates

assigned who could carry them out, McClellan's major work was over. There-

after his responsibility consisted of insuring that strategic objectives

which gave rise to the decisions were actually achieved.
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Another thesis which has frequently been advanced holds that in the

west Virginian campaign, McClellan demonstrated personal weaknesses which

were to appear again and again in other fields. Before one can label his

acts as characteristic, and certainly before labeling them as weaknesses,

however, they should be closely examined in the framework of their own

times.

1. McClellan overestimated the forces Opposing him, according to his

own testimorv. He credited Garnett with some 10,000 troops, when actually

there were but about 11,000 Confederates in the region. As a matter of

fact, McClellan nearly always gave the South credit for more men than they

actually had. While it cannot be proven, one begins to wonder if this might

not have been a ruse, either consciously or unconsciously attempted, to se-

cure the kind of forces he believed were essential to gain a quick victory.

His force in western Virginia numbered about 20,000 troops, of which some

5,000 were under Hill guarding the railroad. With only a superiority of

5,000 troops he was quite willing to undertake an offensive and carry it

to its conclusion. This superiority would, of course, have to be dis-

counted by the very fact that the Confederates were in a position to de-

fend every foot of territory. Later, as shall be discussed in greater

detail, McClellan told Washington of 200,000 troops facing him, but was

willing, with every hape of success, to undertake an offensive from the

James River base with only 139,000 men. On April 7, his estimate to

Washington was that Johnston had at least 100,000 men before Yorktown.

In the same letter he claimed his forces consisted of only 85,000 men for

duty. Yet he was willing to take Johnston under seige with little or no

fear for a breakout.
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Then again it is quite possible that his exaggeration was a result of

a desire for his exploits to seem greater than they actually were. It is

not suggested that McClellan deliberately falsified strength estimates,

but the desires, suggested above, may have so shaped his attitudes that

he was willing to accept strength figures at their highest level.

2. McClellan delayed launching his attack after he arrived at Buck-

hannon and again at Roaring Creek when vigorous action might have ended

the campaign earlier. 0f the charge of delay McClellan is, of course,

guilty, but as to the possible results of such delay one must make guesses

only with extreme caution. His delay at Buckhannon was for legitimate

reasons. The country over which his troops travelled was rough and wild.

Roads were few and he bad, if he were to clear west Virginia, to secure

every foot of territory he gained. Thus he was forced to wait until he

had enough wagons to move his army and its supply, and he had to make

good the security of his rear. This sort of activity requires time and

he did not have an organized communications zone which could do it for

him. As a matter of fact, his advance was not actually slow. His rate

of advance from May 27 to June 12 was approximately 2.8 miles a day.

With a highly trained mechanized army, the German forces in 1911; between

August 1; and September 5 (Meaux on the Marne) averaged only 7 miles per

day. Shaman in his advance from Atlanta with no Opposition and seasoned

troops averaged only 10 miles a day. Lee' 3 advance into Maryland in

1863 proceeded at the rate of about 3.5 miles per day.

3. McClellan was a political general thinking more of high-sounding

proclamations than he was of fighting. Certainly McClellan carried a
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printing press with him and issued high-flown proclamations to the natives

as well as to his own troops. He was face to face with an explosive politi-

cal question. Invasion of western Virginia was as loaded with potential

trouble for men of the North as was the Anglo-American invasion of French

Africa in November, 19h2. His mission was as much to quiet the fears of

the population as it was to defeat the enemy. What better way to appeal

to them.than through proclamations?

Judged on his record, McClellan actually stood at the top of the

Union generals in 1861. He had demonstrated.an ability to conceive of

war in broad terms, proven his ability to organize raw levies of troops

into a reasonably competent army and.had led that army to victory.
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CHAPTER III

meom FINDS A GENERAL

while McClellan was organizing and fighting his army of midwestern

volunteers, Lincoln was being faced with all of the problems of beginning

a.new administration intensified by the need to expand all governmental

services to cope with the war effort. His efforts to form a cabinet had

been successful, but during these early months he had to establish his

leadership over these men, most of whom had some reason to feel that they

really should be president. is leader of a new, victorious, and greedy

political.party, he was forced to give personal attention to the disposal

of the spoils, an.onerous Job under ordinary circumstances, but doubly so

since the war effort had created so many new posts to be filled. "The

grounds, halls, stairways, closets"were, according to Seward, filled

‘with applicants who rendered entering and leaving the White House most

difficult even for those who had official business to conduct. In the

sphere of foreign affairs, Lincoln, working in close harmony with his

Secretary of State, had to formulate policy which would defeat the efforts

of the South to gain recognition from the European powers. In the sphere

of the executive—legislative relationships, he had to decide how much of

the initial.mobilisation he could undertake on his own responsibility and

how much he had to take to Congress. Contrary to expectations, he did not

call Congress into special session at once, postponing until July'h.that

important occasion. ‘lhsn Congress did assemble, he had to ask for approval

of much that he had done, such as calling out large elements of the state

militia, suggest needed legislation, and.perhaps most important of all,
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state the purposes of the war in such a way as to consolidate the diver-

gent political forces of the North.

m far Lincoln's most important task in the military sphere was to

obtain adequate leadership. At the highest level neither the Secretary

of War nor the Comanding General had the ability necessary to prosecute

a major war. Simon Cameron was purely a political appointee who enjoyed

the confidence of very few people and certainly not that of the President.

He was at a complete loss as to how to conduct his office, but he apparently

had the redeeming feature of not resenting outside assistance. For these

critical months, Salmon P. Chase, Secretary of the Treasury, attempted to

maintain some kind of order in the War Office—Chase it was who drafted

the orders enlarging the regular any and creating the voluntary army. He

recommended strong means for quelling the secessionist movement in Mary-

land and much of the thinking in reference to the western campaigns was

1 .

his. Cameron was slovenly in Operating his office and apparently did not

even bother to keep files. is one observer said:

In an official matter he would ask you to give its status

and what he had last said about it...he would look about,

find a scrap of paper, borrow your pencil, make a note,

put the paper in one pocket of his trousers and your pencil

in the other.2

Scott in lucid moments possibly had some notion of the immense task

in front of him but those moments were rare for his age and infirmities

had dulled his once sharp military talents. He would from time to time

 

1 Fred AfS'hannon, The Or animation and Administration of the Union

a 1861-65, Cleveland,"l'fie TIE-{Eur H. Clar—Ti 30., I928, I, 27'."

mm, _n_:e_ 113: Years, I, 1614.
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propose to the President or Secretary of War various movements, but they

do not appear to have been part of an overall plan. Nor was he able to

seems the initiative in executing necessary steps for the defense of

Washington. He became convinced early in May that Confederate batteries,

if posted along Arlington Heights, could command not only the Executive

mansion but a goodly portion of the rest of the city. On May 3 he notified

the President of the possibility. It was not until three weeks later that

several regiments were actually dispatched to secure the region.1 Fre-

quently when Scott was able to move sufficiently to issue orders, Cameron

was Just as likely to issue contrary orders on the same subject. Chase

believed that half of Scott's orders and half of Cameron's orders would

be obeyed, thus neutralizing each other.2 In the matter of keeping track

of the number of new arrivals to the forces in Washington, Lincoln resorted

to asking Vice-President Hamlin to write a daily letter on the subject.

The War Department could not tell, and General Scott was usually in the

dark on the entire matter.

Even with such incompetent leadership at the highest level, Lincoln's

task would have been much easier and the war effort moved along more effec-

tively had there been available a cadre of tested officers, willing to as-

sume responsibility, and around whom could be built the armies of the North.

But, as has been pointed out, the pre-vwar regular army was not a place to

attract men of the caliber needed. Many of the officers with good Mexican

War records as Junior officers were out of the any. The loyal ones, it is

 

l Mearns, 323 Lincoln Papers, II, 602.

2 Bay, Diaries, 7.
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true, returned to active duty, but the years of civilian life had preventp

ed.professional growth, hence some time elapsed before these officers were

fully capable of assuming major command. Other officers, who had remained

in the army, were too frequently kept as junior officers in regular units

during the fermative months. Then, too, a large number of the most skill-

ed of the professionally trained officers had "gone South."

Because of this shortage of trained officers and because of political

considerations, Lincoln's appointments to positions of command appeared to

have little rhyme or reason to them. Men were appointed to the grade of

general officer by virtue of every conceivable sort of reason. Benjamin

Butler gained his because no one seemed willing to challenge the political

power he claimed to wield. Fremont, because of a very real political fol-

lowing, was given an independent command. A New Yerk merchant paid $20,000

to raise a regiment and in return was made its Colonel and was eventually

promoted to Brigadier General. Carl Schurz, after a brief career in the

diplomatic service, was commissioned to the ranks of general officers.

Senator Baker of Oregon, killed at Ball's Bluff as a Colonel in a useless

display of heroism a raw recruit should have balked at, had in his pocket

a commission as Major General. The number of newly appointed officers,

particularly generals, in tinsel and gold lace was so great on Pennsyl-

vania Avenue that it was a severe trial for private soldiers to walk there.

As one common soldier put it, ”Brigadier-generals were more numerous there

than I ever knew them to be at the front. These officers...ought to have

been sent to the front rank of battle, to serve as privates until they
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1

had learned the duties of a soldier."

Certainly some of these officers developed, during the course of four

years of war, into first-rate professionals. A larger number, however,

with their great political influence, were a source of worry to all field

comanders from McDowell to Grant. Eventually, many had to be given posts

far from the sounds of guns fired in anger where they could harm little of

the war effort and could still be personally satisfied that the government

had adequately made use of their talents.

Out of this welter of sources, regular army, retired officers, and

political generals, Lincoln selected the first of the long series of of-

ficers who were to command the forces around Washington. On May 11;, 1861,

Major Irvin McDowell was appointed brigadier—general. He was h3 years old

and had received a wide and liberal education in France and later at West

Point. His Mexican War record was distinguished and was held in high re-

gard by Scott, on whose staff he had at one time served. Prior to his

being assigned to command the arm around Washington, he was serving in the

War Department where be attracted favorable attention of the President and

the Secretary of War. Following the Union expedition to Alexandria and

Arlington Heights in May, those places were fortified and prepared to re-

ceive a build-up of troops. On May 27, McDowell was placed in con-land of

the maps on the south of the Potomac.2 He was opposed by Confederate

forces in defensive positions in the vicinity of Manassas Junction under

I B. & 2., I, 1580

2 Ibid., I, 171.
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the immediate command of Beauregard fresh from winning laurels at Charles-

ton by firing on Fbrt Sumter. To the west, in the Shenandoah Valley, were

other Confederate trOOps under General Joseph E. Johnston opposing Depart-

ment of Pennsylvania troops under the aged and incompetent Robert Patterson.

Harpers Ferry was securely under Southern control, although Johnston had

grave fears that his garrison there could be over-run any time Patterson

made a serious offensive move.

Shortly after assuming command, McDowell'was asked to submit "an

estimate of the number and composition of a column to be pushed toward

Manassas Junction and perhaps the Gap, say in four or five days to favor

Patterson's attack upon Harpers Ferry." Although his raw trOOps had not

been brigaded as yet, he replied that with 12,000 infantry, two batteries.

of artillery, and six or eight troops of cavalry plus a reserve of 5,000

men, he might undertake such a move. Fortunately fer the Union cause,

Johnston evacuated Harpers Ferry and so the advance was not ordered at this

time. On the 2hth of June, however, McDowell was asked to submit a.p1an for

offensive operations against an estimated 25,000 Southern troops located

at.Manassas Junction, but was warned to keep in mind the possibility that

Johnston might evade Patterson's force, cross out of the Shenandoah valley,

and reenforce Beauregard.l McDowell estimated that if Patterson kept

Johnston occupied, the offensive could be mounted with about 35,000 men,

but warned that his troops were exceedingly green. He requested that as

‘—I—"§.‘T‘a_., I, 173-172;.
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new regular officers as possible be collected and placed in camand of

the relatively small brigades.1

McDowell. planned an excellent campaign and on July 16 began moving

his troops toward the Confederate positions. By the 18th, he had occu-

pied Centreville after having driven in Beauregard's outposts to Bull

Run, a small river flowing in a southeasterly direction about halfway

betwem Csntreville and Manassas Junction, a distance of about five

miles. Compelled to wait for his provision wagons, McDowell made several

feints against the Confederate defenses along the Bull Run on the 18th and

became convinced that a frontal attack with his green troops would be too

costly. Therefore, on the 19th and 20th he attempted to discover means

of turning the Confederates out of their positions. He finally decided

to make this effort around the Confederate left flank, hoping that such a

maneuver might place the Union forces astride the Confederate axis of com-

munications running toward the Valley of Virginia.

 

 

 
REGION INVOLVED IN THE BATTLE OF BULL RUN

I OZZICe §e_<:., 1 891's, II, 719-721.
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His execution of this plan was poorly done, although the movements

were sufficiently aggressive to give good reason to hope for victory. By

noon on the 21st, the turning movement was well under way and the Con-

federate troops were driven from the strong positions they occupied on

their own left. By mid-afternoon, however, the favorable condition of

affairs had changed. Beauregard's troops had been reenforced by the troops

from the Shenandoah and were thus enabled to outflank the Union line and to

undertake a counter offensive. The Federal troops, despite heroic efforts

of their commanders, began to fade out of the fight.

Back across Bull Run trooped the tired blue-jackets, ignoring pleas

of units assigned to cover the withdrawal to stand and make a! fight. There

was no panic, however, until the retreating troops met crowds of civilians

who had come out from'washington to watch McDowell win a victory. Then,

1

fired upon by artillery on the road east of Bull Run, a panic took hold.

William.H. Russel, correspondent of the London Times, witnessed this rout

and recorded his observations:

But, every moment the crowd increased, drivers and men

cried out with the most vehement gestures, "Turn back}

Turn back: ‘we are whipped.” They seized the heads of

the horses and swore at the opposing drivers....A breath-

less...officer (gasped)..."Why it means we are pretty

badly whipped, that's the truth.'....

The crowd from the front continually increased...augmented

when.somm cavalry soldiers...cried out WMake way there-

make way fer the General". A third officer, however, con-

firmed the report that the whole army was in retreat and

that the Federals were beaten on all points....

There was nothing left for it but to go with the current

one could not stem....0n arriving at the place where a

'—1'—‘T‘§.& _., I, 167-192.
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small riverlet crossed the road the throng increased still

more....The ground...was...covered with arms, clothing... 1

accoutrements...left...under the hoofs of men and horses....

Soon after noon Lincoln began to receive reports from the telegraph

stations closest to the battlefield. Toward three o'clock the Presi-

dent went to Scott's office, and finding the General asleep woke him to

talk over the news. Scott pointed out that the reports were not to be

taken too seriously but that he was very confident of success. Lincoln

left, and Scott settled down for another nap. Upon hearing good news

later in the day from one of Scott's aides, Lincoln decided to take his

usual evening drive. He was away from.the White House when Secretary

Seward came asking for him to tell him that all previous reports were

false, that the army was in full retreat upon washington. When the

President returned, he and his cabinet went to Scott's office to wait

for final official word from Scott and to try to decide what needed to

be done to protect the capital. TrOOps were hurried to McDowell's sup-

port. Baltimore was alerted, and wires were sent to all recruiting of-

fices urging them to speed shipment of newly organized regiments.

Following this meeting, Lincoln returned to the‘White House where he

spent the remainder of the night interviewing eye witnesses of the defeat.

As the night wore on, dispatches grew worse in tone. McDowell first sug-

gested that he would hold Centreville. His next stated "the larger part

of the men are a confused.mob, entirely demoralized," but that he would

hold at Fairfax Court House. His third report gave that his only al-

ternative was to fall back on the Potomac.

 

1 Paul M. Angle, The Lincoln Reader, New Brunswick, Rutgers Uni-

versity Press, l9h7, 355:373.
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Monday morning in a drizzling rain which lasted the next thirty-

six hours, trOOps began to come over the bridges spanning the Potomac.

By noon, however, the worst news was in and in view of Beauregard's in-

activity, the future looked brighter. The forts protecting Washington

‘were manned, and it was found that losses had been lighter than had been

expected. 0n the fellowing day, Lincoln visited troops in the forts and

camps about Arlington Heights and addressed to them words of cheer and

confidence.1

At 8:00 P.M. on Sunday, July 21, Scott wired.McClellan that McDowell

had been checked and that he was to come to the Shenandoah Valley with

such troops as could be spared from western Virginia.2 McClellan replied

that he was "much painedn by the order. His three months' men were home-

sick, tired of their officers, and determined to go home at once. 'When

he suggested earlier a.move on Staunton, he had counted on those disaffect-

ed regiments and upon EcDowell‘being strong enough to hold a good portion

of the enemy east of the Shenandoah. In place of the move ordered by Scott

he proposed leaving forces at strategic points in west Virginia and then

joining Patterson's troops with the remainder of his force. “Depending on

the condition of troops still in Ohio, he believed he might join Patterson

with 15,000 men and the move could be made in six or seven days. He would

3

await Scott's decision, but meanwhile he called off his Kanawha expedition.

I Ibide, 323.3760

2 Offic. Rec., 1 ser., I, 7h9.

3 IBIE?,'75§.
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Scott replied ordering McClellan to maintain his present position. ‘Ihen

during the 22nd, the adjutant general wired McClellan that "Circumstances

make your presence here necessary. Charge Rosecrans or some other general

with your present department and come hither without delay. '1 Scott add-

ed a subsequent order for him to bring no troops.2

The very act of bringing McClellan to Washington warrants some

analysis, for it contained within it some of the very seeds of discon-

tent which later were to make impossible McClellan's further tenure with

the Army of the Potomac. Townsend, a member of Scott's personal staff,

later wrote that the order bringing McClellan east was sent without the

knowledge of the Comanding General. In fact, Scott was fully intending

ordering McClellan to undertake Operations in the Shenandoah Valley when

the Secretary of War caused the 'Circumstances make your presence here

necessary...‘ telegram to be sent.3 Scott himself revealed something

of the truth in October when he engaged in a controversy with McClellan

over channels of communication: I'Indeed, if I did not call for him, I

heartily approved of the suggestion, and gave it the most cordial sup-

port."h As a matter of fact, Scott was never satisfied with McClellan

in the east. He was, of course, aware that his age and infirmities would

probably make necessary his early retirement. He hoped, as so many men

I TBI3., 1530

2 MO, 7550

3 E. D. Townsend, Anecdotes of the Civil War in the United States,

New York, D. Appleton & Co., 188 7'62. "' '_' "" '"

h 1mm, 63.
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do in similar circumstances, to have some choice as to his successor.

Having reached a venerable age, he was inclined to place a high premium

upon age as one essential qualification for command. Halleck, some ten

years McClellan's senior, was Scott's choice. McClellan was perfectly

satisfactory in some subordinate role, but for the command of the entire

army, a person of riper experience was needed.

HcClellan'was called east for several reasons. The date of his com!

mission as Major-General made him one of the senior officers of the army.

He had won the only major success of the war and had in the space of a few

days become the idol of many people of the North. His name was constantly

discussed in‘washington as the one man who could probably organize and win

the speedy victory over the South that the North was demanding. Lincoln,

never one to discount public opinion, was certainly aware of the popularity

McClellan had achieved.' It was no more than sound political acumen to take

advantage for the administration of McClellan's pOpularity.

But in addition, there were other reasons for selecting McClellan.

At this period in the war, the moderate Lincoln was doing everything pos-

sible to broaden the base of participation in the war. ‘Whenever possible,

important Democrats were assigned responsible positions in order to marshal

behind.the government the large masses of the Democracy living in the North.

Stephen A. Douglas had set the tone for the coOperation of Democrats and

Lincoln did everything possible to exploit the support thus insured. Ho-

Clellan was an important Democrat of state rights sympathies. It was there-

fore highly inportant that he be linked to the national cause. Further,

McClellan's victories in western Virginia had been accomplished on the orders
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of Governor Dennison of Ohio with state troops from Ohio, Indiana, and

Illinois. As such, the victories of Philippi, Rich, and Laurel Mountains

in a sense represented victory for the state rights principle. Lincoln,

during the entire course of the war, was to build up the national prin-

ciple at the expense of the state rights one. In part this was accomplish-

ed by taking over from the states their military functions, such as the

raising, paying, and equipping troops.l In part it was accomplished by

putting into Federal positions men who were winning or might win victories

for the states. McClellan, by coming to Washington, actually tended to

give credit, in the eyes of the nation, for the western Virginian campaign

to the national government.

Then, too, McClellan's conservative position on the slavery question

made him a favorite among the conservative members of Lincoln's official

family. The Blairs backed not only his being called to Washington, but

his being maintained in command even after he had made un®ing enemies

of the radical clique headed by Stanton. But at this early period in the

war the radicals were not in the ascendency. In addition, as an adopted

Ohioan, McClellan was recommended by Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P.

Chase.

The very means, however, by which McClellan was selected to command

in the east were later used to destroy him as a commander. McDowellwas

relieved from command because he lost a battle to a large extent through

the fault of others. McClellan was later to be similarly castigated

because of events over which he had no control. McClellan was brought

1 This thesis is advanced in William B. Hesseltine, Lincoln and

the War Governors, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 19h8.
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to Washington in part, at least, because of political considerations. When,

a year later, the political picture had altered considerably, McClellan

was let go. McClellan's successes in the summer of 1861 overshadowed all

other military activities in the nation. By 1862, however, the slow pro-

cess by which he was attempting to destroy the South was outclassed in

the eyes of the public by western victories such as Island No. 10 and

Forts Henry and Donelson. Thus the kind of popularity which brought him

to command later helped force his relief from command. Lincoln, in 1862,

had not yet learned the lessons which later allowed him to retain Grant

and Sherman in spite of public opinion.

In McClellan, Lincoln had, without knowing it, found a general who

night, had he been given adequate political support, ended the war earlier

than 1865. The history of the succeeding sixteen months was a history

of McClellan's attempts to carry out his assigned missions while being

thwarted on every side by men, to whose personal advantage it was, to

prevent Lincoln from realizing that he had in fact found the leader he

needed.



CHAPTER IV

McCLELLAN ARRIVES

On July 26, McClellan, tired, dirty, and without too much of an idea

as to why he had been called from western Virginia, arrived in'Washington.

He called at once upon General Scott in his quarters and had a long con-

versation with him. As he was leaving, Townsend, the assistant adjutant

general, pointed out a few of the dangers which lay in wait for any high

ranking officer on duty in‘Washington, and then told him to report to the

‘War Department for specific orders. The following morning, McClellan I

stopped at the War Department but was quickly sent on to the'White House

with the intelligence that none other than the President wanted to see

him. That morning Lincoln verbally placed McClellan in direct command

over‘washington and of the ferces in and around that place. He suggestn

ed thathcClell n might return in the afternoon to meet with the members

of the cabinet to discuss the military situation. Shortly before the

-time for the cabinet meeting, McClellan was talking with Scott. The

Lieutenant-General, hearing of the preposed.meeting, objected to the pro-

priety-of McClellan's accepting an invitation to which the Lieutenant-

General himself was not invited. Instead of attending the meeting,

McClellan was instructed to see what he could do about returning to their

units the many stragglers roaming the streets. The President was more

amused than displeased when he heard of the incident.

McClellan thus feund himself in command of the largest single body

of Union tr00ps in the country and charged with defending the political

heart of the nation. In addition, although Scott may have had some doubts
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that it was done, McClellan was given instructions to organize his troops

so as to put them in condition at the earliest possible moment, to resume

offensive operations against the Confederates.

In giving these instructions to McClellan, Lincoln had in mind a fair-

ly definite sequence of steps he had outlined on.paper after the worst news

of the Bull Run disaster was in. These steps in substance were:

1. To push forward as rapidly as possible the plan for

making the blockade effective.

2. To give vigorous training but no reenforcements to the

volunteer ferce under General Butler at Fort Monroe.

3. To hold Baltimore with a "gentle but firm.hand."

h. To give enough additional strength to make the force

under Patterson, or, if he were relieved, under Banks

secure from a concentration in the Shenandoah by

Johnston and Beauregard.

S. For the time to leave the ferces operating in western

Virginia under the supervision of GeneralecClellan,

although that officer would remain in Washington.

6. Fremont should push forward his work of organization

and operations designed to open up the west.

7. To reorganize the trOOps which had fought at Manassas,

excluding from the new units men who had enlisted for

three months and who refused to re-enlist for the dura-

tion of the war.

8. To concentrate around‘Washington as quickly as possible

the new'units being formed in the loyal states.

When these steps had been taken, Lincoln believed that several offensive

movements could be undertaken. The area in the vicinity of Manassas and

Strasburg was to be cleared of Confederate troops and a drive south from

1 Nicolay & Hey, The Complete Works of Abraham Lincoln, VI, 3319332,

hereafter cited as Lincoln,‘lorks.
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Cairo and Cincinnati begun. Thus Lincoln set for McClellan the broad

strategic principles which were to govern the conduct of the war. In

the framework so advanced can be found the fundamentals of all Lincoln's

subsequent military planning. Never was he able to forego the notion

that the main zone of operations for the east should lie directly south

of lashington. In spite of ideas to the contrary suggested by every

general who commanded in the east, Lincoln clung to this plan. Whether

or not McClellan raised objections to Lincoln's plan at their first meet-

ing is not recorded. The record is quite clear, however, that later

McClellan wanted to alter this plan, and ran into serious difficulty in

the effort. ‘

After leaving Scott on the afternoon of the 27th, McClellan made a

quick tour of the city and some of the forts on the Maryland side of the

Potomac. He found that little preparation had been made for the defense

of the capital. Major avenues of approach were totally unguarded, and

the absentee rate in most units was extremely high; these absentees

being bivouaced in the streets, hotels and bars of Washington—well forti-

fied with drink. Some even had returned to their homes in the far northern

states. More careful investigation revealed an utter disregard for dis-

cipline in many units. Officers and men would leave camp whenever they

desired and return only if they desired. Most of the soldiers were com-

pletely unsOphisticated in the niceties of military courtesy. "It was

no unusual thing to see a sentry, when an officer in uniform passed his

post, seated on a stone, with his musket between his feet. 0n the ap-

proach of the officer, aware that some complimentary recognition was
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expected, he would awkwardly raise his hand to his cap, while continued

sitting."1

Not only did.Mc01ellan find the troops of McDowell's command dis-

organized, but he also found very little preparation for an organized

defense of the city. ‘washington was particularly vulnerable to attack

if the hills on the south bank of the Potomac were not controlled ab-

solutely by Union trOOps. But mere possession of the hills was insuf-

ficient. A comprehensive defense plan.was required according to which

all elements of the defending forces could contribute their fire. Main

approaches needed protection, and those strong points needed to be con-

nected to one another; otherwise, a skillful enemy could elude contact

with the defense until he was actually on the flanks and rear of batteries

posted to step him. He also found that many of the trOOps had encamped

on the banks of the Potomac, frequently leaving the hills south of them

unoccupied, or at best covered by only a skeleton force with no defensive

'works. Several forts on the south of the river had, it is true, been

completed, such as Fort Ellsworth near Alexandria, Forts Runyon and Allan

at the end of the Long Bridge, and Fort Corcoran at the head of Aqueduct

Bridge. Several small entrenchments had been commenced on Arlington

Heights, but none of these had been established according to a general

defensive plan.

‘Hith units so mixed and with specific responsibility so undefined,

the command structure could only be chaotic. McDowell had been relieved,
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and as the brigades under him had been only temporary, they quickly fell

apart. This disintegration of major units was accelerated by virtue of

many regiments departing because the three month enlistments of the troops

had expired. Their places were being taken by newly arrived regiments

which had to be incorporated into virtually non-existent brigades. Stan-

ton wondered if, even if’McClellan had the ability of Caesar, Alexander,

or*Napoleon, he could accomplish much, so great was the confusion.1

In view of the critical nature of the military situation, it was

McClellan's first responsibility to survey the possible lines of attack

and to prepare an over-all defensive arrangement based upon such consids

erations as the expected attrition due to the termination of many three

month enlistments. He removed the regular troops from the Virginia side

and used them as a provost-guard or military police force to help restore

order in the city and as a reserve force to be used to bolster any

threatened portion of the line. He also removed from the line the most

shaken of the regiments which had fought at Manassas. These were to be

trained on the washington side along with newly formed units until they

could be trusted to go back into the line.2 By withdrawing these forces,

the total of some 50,000 infantry over which MoClellan assumed command

on July 27 was sadly depleted, and.McClellan had good reason to fear that

for a few days, at least, his defenses might prove insufficient if Johnston

and Beauregard mounted a serious attack.

 

11.nuriston, F. Ballard, The Diary _9_£ a Public Man and a Page

of Political Correspondence Stanton t5’mEmman, New Brunswick, Rutgers

University;Press, l9h6, 128.

2 McClellan, 9:3 Story, 68-70.
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Troops were gradually returned to their organizations, passes were

regularized and immediate steps were taken to improve the discipline of

the army. Troops which mutinied were sent to the Dry Tortugas to do hard

labor until they had learned the rudiments of good military order. Liber-

al use of arrest, court martial and in cases involving mutiny of large

groups of men, of regular troops armed with ball ammunition, quickly im-

proved the tone of the army. The appointment of a provost~marshal and

assignment of regular troops to military police duty provided a success-

ful means of ridding‘washington of unauthorized visits of officers and

men from the garrisons around the capital.

Within days, MCClellan had accomplished.miracles in restoring order

to the disorganized troops routed at Bull Run and to the newly arrived

detachments of recruits from the North. On August 22, Hay was able to

record in his diary that "Everything seems going right. Discipline is

perfecting. The Dry Tortugas have squelched mutiny. The drills and re-

views keep the men alive....McClellan is growing Jolly."l

Professor‘Williams, in commenting upon.McClellan's achievement of

restoring order to such a condition, says:

But won. who knows how easy it is to get soldiers back to

their normal mess lines and their proper organizations will

think that McClellan had already shown his habit of over- 2

complimenting himself when he closed his letter of August h.

 

1 Hay, Dia , 25.

2 K. P. Wi ams, Lincoln Finds a General, New Yerk, The MacMillan

Co., 19h9, I, 125. This letter to which'Wi ams refers is an often

quoted letter from McClellan to his wife which he ends by saying, "I

have restored order very completely already." McClellan, 913 Sto , 8h.
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In making such a statement, designed to detract from McClellan's reputa-

tion, Williams indulges in a sophistry unwarranted by either the facts

of the situation in 1861 or by experience of others in similar situations.

The troops with which.McClellan had to deal were not ”draftees" of Werld

'War I. They were young men who had volunteered to serve for a specified

time under officers not schooled at Plattsburg but elected by themselves.

They were men.who were undisciplined and in many cases quite willing to

get their mess where they found it. There was really not much reason for

than to find their own units when any mess line, private home, or hotel

dining room would serve. It must be remembered that the use of corps or

divisional patches and regimental insignia had not yet come into vogue.

There was no way of detecting to what organization any particular soldier

belonged. McClellan was entitled to a little boasting just by virtue of

having cleared the streets of washington of unauthorized uniformed visi-

tors. And, as a.matter of fact, his boasting was confined to private

letters to his wife and were never intended for the gaze of the public.

In such letters, McClellan said only what any other'young man might have

said in similar circumstances. He had come into a confused.military

situation and could see that after he assumed command troops no longer

did the unlawful things they had been doing when he arrived in'Washington.

The cause and effect were clear to him.

Once the most immediate steps had been taken to restore order in the

capital, McClellan turned his attention to the longer range considerations.

On August h, at Lincoln's request, McClellan prepared a lengthy report con-

taining specific recommendations on the conduct of the war. In this report
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he distinguished between the objectives of the North in the struggle to

restore the Union from what they would have been if it were with another

nation: "we have not only to defeat their armed and organized forces in

the field, but to display such an overwhelming strength as will convince

all our antagonists, especially those of the governing aristocratic class,

of the utter impossibility of resistance."

The war, McClellan believed, should be fought in a manner consistent

with the philosOphy of defeating Confederate armies, taking strong places,

protecting private property (of all classes) and civilians, treating.

leniently private soldiers, but above all displaying to the South over—

whelming ferce. Since the Confederates had chosen Virginia as the heart

of the Confederacy, the first great struggle should take place there, but

while preparing for it, efforts should be made to engage the enemy else-

where. To this end he recommended that a strong movement be made down

the Mississippi River, and that Missouri be brought under Federal control

and if Kentucky remained loyal, a movement be made through it to eastern

Tennessee.

For the east he believed that Baltimore and Fert Monroe should be

maintained by suitable garrisons. The importance of Harpers Ferry would,

he felt, diminish as the size of the Union ferces along the lower Potomac

increased. ‘No intelligent enemy leader would risk troops at or north of

there because of the great danger of their being cut off by a strong

Northern column from the vicinity of‘washington. The force needed in the

east he estimated at 273,000 troops, to be so deployed for offensive

operations as to make maximum use of ocean and river transportation.
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By creating diversions along the coast, the Confederates could be kept off

balance and by means of limited actions along railroad lines, Southern

communications could be disrupted.

This report ended with a clear statement of his notions of what

'would be needed to accomplish the objectives and cogent reasons for the

requirements:

The force I have recommended is large, the expense is great....

A smaller force might accomplish the object in view....The question...

is...shall we crush the rebellion at one blow...or...leave it for a

legacy to our descendants.

The force asked for the main army under my command cannot be

regarded as unduly large. Every mile we advance carries us

further from our base of operations, and renders detachments

necessary to cover our communications, while the enemy will

be constantly concentrating as he falls back....It is perhaps

unnecessary to state, that in addition to the forces named

in this memorandum, strong reserves should be formed, ready

to supply any losses that may occur.

The report, particularly the last paragraph, presents as succinctly

as any description could, McClellan's philosophy of war. Realizing the

vast resources of the region for which he feught, he was anxious that those

resources be brought to bear to the fullest in solving the military problem

facing him. If the American soldier has a talent discrete from those pos-

sessed by soldiers of other lands, it lies in the ability to solve the

logistical problems involved in directing the full weight of American re-

sources onto a battlefield. By and large, with the possible exception of

Lee and Jackson, American generals have never achieved tactical brilliance.

Their successes have come because they found means of providing overwhelming

 

I McClellan, Report, h3.
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amounts of supplies and men at critical points and of protecting the long

lines of communications such logistical problems implied. Grant's great-

est triumph was the Vicksburg campaign, in which the tactical handling of

troops was incidental to finding a way by which the trOOps and supplies

could be moved south of the Confederate strong point. The American anny

made its contribution to the Allies in 1917-18 by being able to establish

and maintain lines of communications to bring to Europe the only things A

which could prevent German victory, i.e., men and supplies. The Allied

victory over Germany in l9hh-h5 was not so much superior tactical manipu-

lation of trOOps as it was being able to supply, over the beaches, the

vast numbers of men involved in western Europe. France was cleared of

Germans not so much because General Patton had a flair for mobile war-

fare as because American ingenuity could create and maintain innovations

such as the "Red Ball Highway."

McClellan saw, much more clearly than anyone else at the time, that

the defeat of the South would require large masses of men and supplies

over constantly expanding reaches of territory. ‘With each foot of

ground occupied would come the need for more troops to guard the supply and

communications lines. McClellan was severely criticized for being overly

concerned with bases of supply and.lines of communications. Yet these were

the considerations which eventually won the war. Sherman could cut loose

from his bases of supply only because Grant, anchored to his, could con-

tain the major striking force of the Confederacy. Brogan, in analyzing

the American character, saw in McClellan the perfect embodiment of the

American way of waging war:
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But there is one American soldier who has few monuments

and little pepular fame. Nevertheless it is George _

Brinton.McClellan-at thirty-four General in Chief of

the Union armies, and a.year later unemployed, in per-

sonal and political disgrace-—who is the typical Ameri-

can successful soldier; his way of war is the American

'way of war, and, even if he did not win the Civil War,

it was won in his spirit and by his methods.1

McClellan was never able to put his ideas into effect because outside

pressures for premature movements and fears for the safety of washington

interfered. Grant was fortunate in having a Lincoln who had learned.much

through four'years of war which might have been unnecessary had McClellan's

notions been effectively implemented.

The fact that McClellan should be asked by Lincoln to submit a paper

on the conduct of the war strongly suggests that at this period.McClellan

was expected to deal directly with political leaders rather than through

General Scott. This was a most unusual procedure and provides evidence of

the inexperience of the government with waging war and of the cloudy command

situation which existed in Washington. In view of this understanding it was

but natural that McClellan should cross swords with General Scott. Scott

had been in direct charge of the army in and about Washington; hence Mc-

Clellan's criticisms of the defensive measures to political officials were

in effect criticisms of Scott himself. McClellan, feeling as he did that

action was needed, was bound to tread on the toes of the Lieutenant General

whose age and infirmities prevented him from exerting vigorous leadership.

In taking immediate action whenever that appeared appropriate, McClellan

was not always diplomatic. The moving of a regiment, for example, might

l D.‘W. Brogan, The American Character, New York, Alfred A. Knopf,

19M” 1149-150 0 ‘
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appear to be a desirable action. McClellan would order it to be done,

failing many times to notify Scott. When civil officials would ask the

ancient warrior a question about the movement Scott, of course, would be

in the dark. Scott wrote a number of orders on the subject, one even

suggesting court martialing McClellan for failure to observe official

channels but without avail.1 In addition to the matter of official

communication, McClellan and Scott disagreed over the exact name of

McClellan's trOOps. The younger officer wanted his division designated

as an army. Scott could see little to be gained by such a procedure.

McClellan, feeling free to go to cabinet officers with his problems,

since the President had opened the way, pleaded and eventually made good

his case. Scott was not happy with the outcome.

The altercation between the two was fanned to white heat very short-

ly after McClellan's arrival in‘Washington. McClellan was led to believe,

by intelligence gathered from a variety of sources, some credible and others

highly suspect, that the Confederate troops intended an early attack on the

capital Iith an estimated 100,000 troops. N He recommended to Scott that

forces all over the country be reduced so that the tr00ps for the defense

of washington could.be increased to a size equivalent to the Southern

army. He added that:

A sense of duty which I cannot resist compels me to state

that in my Opinion military necessity demands that the

departments of Northeastern Virginia,‘washington, the

Shenandoah, Pennsylvania, including Baltimore and the

one including Fort Monroe, should be merged into one
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department, under the immediate control of the commander

of the main army of operations and which should be known

and designated as such....

Scott reacted violently to the letter. He at once wrote to the

Secretary of‘war complaining that in conference McClellan neither had

mentioned such fears nor any desire to augment his command. Scott

indicated that in his Opinion‘washington'was absolutely safe and that

McClellan's fears were groundless. He then asked that, since his age

and infirmities prevented active command, he be retired from the army.

He hOped, however, that he might retain command until General Halleck,

whose presence would give Scott "increased confidence in the safety of

the Union", should arrive.

At this point Lincoln entered the controversy by asking McClellan

to withdraw his letter. This the General was happy to do with the under-

standing that his only purpose in sending the letter had been to inform

the'war Department of his estimate of the situation.

In spite of personal presidential urging, Scott, however, refused

to withdraw his letter asking for retirement. He believed that Mc-

Clellan's original note had been written as a direct result of per-

sonal consultations with members of the Cabinet without reference to

the commander-in-chief. He further disliked the way McClellan.moved

trOOps without notifying the war Department.

...With such supports [@r members of the Cabinet:]on his part,

it would be idle for me as it would be against the dignity of

my years, to be filing daily complaints against an ambitious

I'0"r£'Ic'."'1_z_e:., 1 ser. XI, III, 3-h.
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junior, who independent of the extrinsic advantages al-

luded to, has, unquestionably, very high qualifications

for military command. I trust they may achieve crowning

victories in behalf of the Union.1

In evaluating this altercation between the two generals, several

factors should be kept in mind. MCClellan was obviously putting on

record his desire to have the division of the Potomac renamed an army.

Scott objected to this proposal because under the existing system of

regulations he saw difficulty in administering any army organization.

He objected to fonming divisions within an army because he had employed

only brigades in Mexico and brigades had functioned quite efficiently

there. In criticizing the scanty defenses of washington and in recom-

mending reducing other commands, MCClellan was taking the Lieutenant

General to task for his over-all strategic planning and for failure to

provide for better local protection. On both scores Scott's pride-

and "Old Fuss and Feathers" had plenty of it-dwas wounded. His reaction

was characteristically violent.

. While Scott appeared complacent about the safety of washington,

McClellan could not adopt the same attitude. Not only for political

reasons but for highly important strategic reasons, McClellan was fear-

ful about the position of the capital. A.major factor in his plans for

organizing an army rested on the hope that the Confederates would not

attack. Given such a respite from Operations, he believed he could

quickly place an offensive army in the field. He had, however, ample

reasons for fearing that this hope might not be realized. While Johnston

l Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XII, III, 6.
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and Beauregard were not intending an offensive, for they knew how badly

organized their trOOps were following the fight at Manassas Junction, the

politicians in Richmond were of a different frame of mind. Responsible

leaders spoke Of’marshalling a force of 500,000 to surge into Pennsyle

vania within six weeks. The President, Jefferson Davis, himself was out-

spoken in demanding major offensive Operations.1 It was largely from

Richmond sources, through operatives of Pinkerton's detective agency and

through leading Richmond newspapers that McClellan's intelligence came.

At this stage Of the war, staff officers had not been trained to sift

through such advices, compare them with reports coming directly from the

front, and arrive at a valid estimation of enemy capabilities. Denied

adequate intelligence, McClellan, if he were to do his job properly, had

to accept the most alarming evidence of enemy intention at its face value

until it was invalidated by better evidence. His letter to Scott was just

a report of conditions as existing intelligence revealed them, and a sug-

gested course of action. In this connection.McClellan is Open to criti-

cism fOr his failure to obtain precise intelligence and as a matter of

fact for continuing to base estimates Of the military situation upon

faulty reports. NO defense can be made for this failure except to point

out that he made no poorer showing with respect to Obtaining military'inr

formation than other generals of the period. Lee's intelligence as to

the sympathies of the people of Maryland helped him.decide on an invasion

in the fall of 1862. His informants misled him and Marylanders did not

 

S1A. H. Bill, The Beleaguered City, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, l9h6,

73-7 .
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rise to the Confederate cause. Further it can be indicated that intelli-

gence has and continues to be the weak point of the American army. Until

Wbrld‘war II officers were inclined to regard intelligence assignments as

somewhat degrading and to be avoided if at all possible. McClellan's

failure in Obtaining precise information is in keeping with later Ameri-

can failure tO detect Japanese intentions in l9hl.

Despite Scott's very outspoken Objections, McClellan's command was

increased gradually until it attained the status of a field army. On

August 17, the Departments of washington, Northeastern Virginia, the valley

of the Shenandoah, all of Maryland and Delaware were organized into the

Department of the Potomac.1 On August 20, McClellan translated that order

into a statement creating the Army of the Potomac, assumed command of it

and.announced.his staff.2 This done, he turned his attention to other

pressing matters.

To train the raw levies of troops daily descending upon washington

and its environs, McClellan adopted.what in later times came to be known

as an infantry replacement training center. Newly arrived troops were

quickly formed into provisional brigades and stationed in camps along

the Maryland shore. There they were issued equipment, instructed and

brought effectively under military control. The responsibility for this

training job was first assigned to General F. J. Porter, then General

A. E. Burnside, and finally to General Casey. Because Of their special

needs, the artillery recruits were assigned to General M. T. Barry for

I 022:0. Rec., 1 861‘s, V, 5670

2 "mid1, 3'3.
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training and the cavalry were assigned to General George Stoneman for

similar purposes. As soon as troops had finished their "basic training"

they were transferred to the south side of the Potomac to one of the

brigades in the line.1 Here they obtained experience in facing an.enemy

and going on various kinds Of patrol activities.

In general, writers, even though critics of McClellan, have been will-

ing to concede that he did an excellent job of training the army and getting

it ready to fight. The common belief has been that while he could not fight

effectively, he created a tool with which others could. Professor'W‘illiams,2

however, does not even allow the Union general that credit. He argues that

McClellan prepared his troops for parade ground display but that in the

presence of untold possibilities for field training failed to take advantage

of his Opportunities. Here again one should proceed cautiously before ac-

cepting this criticism as being valid. The very task of teaching men to

stay alive while living under field or even garrison conditions is a major

one. Men from cities, small towns and farms with no military experience

do not quickly adjust to army diet and to army routine. Still more diffi-

cult is the task of training these men in the use of implements of war.

City boys had to be made into horsemen and artillery men. Country boys,

accustomed only to the authority Of their fathers, had to be trained over

long and difficult weeks of drill to Obey orders of a superior whether

they liked him or not and whether he made sense or not. This did not come

easy. It is a credit to someone that these men were able to launch a major

 

lMcCIEIlan, Own Sto , 113.

2 92. Cit., nco ds a General.
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amphibious Offensive in less than a.year after they were organized.

Professor'Willimms, seeking to show that McClellan spent too many months

training his troops, also points out that even in Werld war II the average

training infantry troOps received before going into combat was only some-

thing over three months-dwhich is so. What he does not mention is that

those troops bringing the average down to three months were replacements

going into well-trained, battle-tested units. McClellan had no battle-

wise cadres around which to build his army. The regular army troops, as

has been pointed out, were kept in regular army units instead of being dis-

tributed through the volunteer forces. Then, too, states, during the early

years Of the war, filled the government's requisitions for more troops by

sending new units complete with new, untrained, and untried officers.

After Bull Run, for example, McClellan lost many units which had actually

had battle experience and received absolutely green units in their places.

In WOrld‘War II the pattern was for a division to be created around a cadre

of soldiers with previous experience. The division would spend between a

year and a year and a half training before going into combat. At periodic

intervals the losses of the division would be made up from newly trained

recruits. It was assumed that personal contact with the veterans Of the

division would quickly enable these recruits to adjust to battle conditions.

The leadership of the division remained, insofar as possible, constant.

By starting from scratch MCClellan was lucky to have accomplished as much

as he did. Equally as important as the plans for training individual

soldiers were the plans for organizing the various arms and services Of
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the army into an autonomous whole capable of sustaining itself for pro-

longed periods in the field. That MCClellan was successful was evidenced

time after time when the Federal troops demonstrated superior technique

to the Confederates-a superiority which, had it been supported by more

adequate political-military leadership, might have ended the war in the

east,much earlier than it actually did. In supply, in signal communi-

cation, in artillery, and in medical service, Union technical excellence

was in evidence from the beginning Of the Peninsular campaign onward. ‘In

part this was due, of course, to the existence of greater materiel in the

Northern army. But materiel can be a burden to a commander rather than

an asset if it is not used effectively.

McClellan devoted much thouglt and long hours of supervision to in-

suring that these arms and services were effective. Perhaps his major

achievement in this sphere Of activity involved developing artillery from

a little-respected branch into one of the most effective and uniformly

successful elements of the army. He worked on the theory that if the

infantry was queen of battle, certainly the royal consort was the ar-

tillery and no effort was too great in grooming it for its marriage. The

"long arm” was established within the framework of several basic principles:

'1. Artillery should be in proportion of 2%~pieces to 1,000 men.

2. Artillery should in general be of the type then in manufacture.

3. Artillery batteries should, if possible, each consist of six

guns and never less than four guns.

h. Four batteries of field artillery should be organic to each

division, one of which should be regular army artillery.

The commander of the regular battery would be the division

artillery officer. When divisions were grouped together,
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one-half of all divisional artillery should revert to

corps tO form corps artillery.

Army reserve artillery should consist of 100 guns.

In campaigns each gun should have available at least .

hOO rounds of ammunition.

In addition to army reserve of field artillery there should

be a siege train of SO guns.

To gain some appreciation of McClellan's foresight,it is interesting

to compare these principles with those governing artillery in the American

am in 1mm War II.

1.

2.

3.

Each division should contain as organic artillery four

battalions. One battalion was for division reserve and

the other three distributed to the three infantry regi-

ments O

Each corps should have some artillery directly under the

command of the corps commander. This reserve could either

come from the divisions or be assigned from units specifical—

ly designated as corps artillery.

Each army should.maintain a reserve of heavy artillery to be

used at the discretion of the army commander, either by assign-

ment to corps or divisions or as an independent branch.

Lee's use of artillery never approximated the effectiveness of'McCIellan's

in part because he entrusted its organization and training either to sub-

ordinate commanders or to his infirm.and ineffective chief Of artillery.

lhen.McClellan arrived in'Washington in 1861 the artillery consisted of

ninety-two batteries of 520 guns, 12,500 men, and 11,000 horses. The

devastation the tiered guns at Malvern effected in Lee's ranks was possible,

only because a little man insisted, in the face of tremendous pressure, on

1

enough time to accumulate and train an effective "long arm."

l.McCleIl§n, Report, 55-57.
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Considerable time and attention McClellan also devoted to building

up the services. Because of a shortage of Officers, he placed the engi-

neering units under army control, although he had some notion that the

divisions needed such specialized troops. Units as they were trained and

equipped were detailed from army reserve for specific assignments, upon

the completion of which they reverted to army control. The medical corps,

although physicians were reluctant to enter it, was gradually expanded

first by Surgeon Charles S. Tripler and then by Surgeon Jonathan Letter-

man. Tripler was responsible for the accumulation of supplies, the train-

ing of doctors and provisions for sanitation during the Peninsular campaigns.

Letterman organized the ambulance corps, a system of field hospitals, and a

system for supplying brigades with medical materiel. The duties now divided

between general staff section G-h, the Quartermaster corps, and the Trans-

portation corps in the Civil war all rested with the Quartermaster corps.

Although the lack of officers was a formidable obstacle, it was overcome

by the unstinting work of McClellan's two quartermasters, General Van Vliet

and Colonel Ingalls.

The army ordnance was faced with great and perplexing difficulties.

At the outbreak of the Civil war, rifled ordnance was just coming into use

and.much time was required experimenting with different makes before con-

centrating on some types for mass production. In addition, troops from

the northern states brought with them a confusing variety of small arms

requiring different kinds of ammunition. ‘When war broke out, the several

states sent purchasers abroad to buy weapons. much of what they bought

'was unserviceable and what was Of use required unceasing effort of the
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ordnance service to maintain in Operation. Many of McClellan's personal

efforts were directed toward perfecting the service of this branch. The

signal corps was divided into a telegraphic section and a section concen-

trating on other methods. Major A. J. Myer was appointed chief signal

officer, and trained men in each regiment to maintain effective communi-

cation. Major T. J. Eckert was the chief of the telegraphic section, and

Professor Lowe was in charge of the balloons which served to help keep

the army informed of Confederate activities.

To men of the twentieth century, accustomed to a veritable galaxy

of staff titles in connection with armies, the creation of such depart-

ments as McClellan provided for will appear highly unsophisticated. It

should be recalled, however, that the concept of a general staff was vir-

gin to America and not too much farther advanced in Europe. The notion

of a general staff grew historically out of the French office of Quarter-

master General and was expanded.by the Prussian military men following

principles laid down by the Prussian Chief of Staff, Von Clausewitz.

In Prussia, however, there existed a tradition of a military bureau-

cracy while there was none in America. Much credit belongs to McClellan

because he saw the need for an adequate staff and took steps to provide

it. In this respect also he was far in advance Of Lee, who never fully

demonstrated that he understood the professional qualities staff Offi-

cers should have. Jackson also was McClellan's inferior in this respect.

He could never realise that ministers might not make effective chiefs of

staff.

McClellan, however, was no devotee of an elite corps of staff
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Officers whose entire careers were spent in staff positions. He believed

that a system should be set up whereby Officers would successively move

1

from line to staff, to school, to line assignments.

The functioning of this staff was coordinated by McClellan's Chief of

Staff Marcy. In one respect, however, this was not a satisfactory arrange-

ment, for Marcy's responsibilities were severely limited. McClellan was

afraid to entrust too much responsibility to any officer. Thus, when he

was awn from headquarters, Marcy had to act more as a message-clearing

center than a true executive. From time to time this was to have serious

consequences, for McClellan was taken ill at several crucial moments in the

operations of 1862. During those times the army was virtually without a

head, since Marcy was unaccustomed to asking decisions concerning the arm.

McClellan was never able to see this as a weak point in his technique of

command. Even when ill with typhoid fever, he believed he could continue

to direct the affairs of his staff and Of his army.

In addition to organizing and planning generally for the early deploy-

ment of the am, McClellan was concerned with various secondary Operations

particularly along the eastern seaboard of the Confederate states. In

October General Ambrose E. Burnside, while chatting about the war, suggested

forming a special amphibious corps to Operate against. Southern coastal in-

stallations. McClellan was take: with the idea, and asked Burnside to pre-

pare a written proposal which could be given staff and political considera— .

tion. In general, the plan as Burnside outlined it was to organize a divi-

sion of about 12,000 to 15,000 men from Northern seacoast towns. This

division would be equipped with vessels so that it could be thrown at various

I McClellan, 91:; Story, 121.
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points along the coast from which it could threaten the Southern rear.

The plan was approved and on October 23, orders were issued creating the

unit at Annapolis. By the 12th of December the unit was sufficiently train-

ed and had enough transportation to warrant making an effort. On the 5th

of January, after a series Of most vexatious delays, troops began to go

aboard transports. The loaded vessels rendezvoused off Fort Monroe on the

morning of January 9 and on the 11th put out to sea. After a month of the

most hectic sort of voyaging, the convoy arrived off Roanoke Island. The

attack against Roanoke was begun early on- the morning of February 5 and the

landings were finally accomplished on the 8th. After a rest on Roanoke Island,

the division re-embarked and attacked New Berna on the mainland. The rest of

the spring was used in reducing the forts in the vicinity.1

All other activities, however, were incidental to McClellan's main

preoccupation of how best to employ the any which was growing under his

care. He had to consider as a possibility that the Confederate forces

night strike him at almost an time. If that happened he had to be pre-

pared to counter the blow. But even more important, he had to devise

means of moving his troops to the. offensive. TO do this he tried by

every means at his disposal to impress the government with the need for

a large arnw. In letters to Chase and to senators as well as to Lincoln,

he constantly emphasized the same theme. He wanted as much of the regular

am as possible. He wanted other theaters to be held quiet while he
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readied his blow. He wanted complete control of the officer personnel

under hrs so as to be free from having key men suddenly removed by war

Department order. In other words, his estimate of the situation along

the Potomac front was a textbook one, and he was seeking to come as close

as possible to a textbook solution to the problem.1

While trying to obtain the desired means, he disposed of his troops

*as shown on the map below.

“91.1“; Md's
’1 9 1°   

 

DEFENSES OF WASHINGTON OCTOBER 1861

From these positions, McClellan could make armed reconnaissances

toward the enemy position to build up his store of intelligence, to

keep the enemy so unbalanced that a Confederate attack would not be

possible and to give the public reports showing progress was being made.

I 011:6. 28—63, 1 ser., V, 587-588.
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One of these probing movements was under the command of General.McCall

who moved a body of troops toward Drainsville in late October.

On October 20, McClellan ordered General Stone, then with head-

quarters at Poolesville, to keep a sharp lookout toward Leesville. His

mission was to discover whether another armed reconnaissance toward

Drainsville under General.McCall was having any effect on the Confederate

concentrations of troops. Stone was authorized to make slight demonstra-

tions to assist McCall's mission of keeping the area clear for mapamaking

activity.1

Upon receipt of McClellan's order to make a demonstration, Stone

moved a re-enforced brigade of infantry, some cavalry, and a ranger de-

tachment to Edward's Ferry (see page 106). Two regiments were ordered

to a small island in the Potomac called Harrison's Island and one regi-

ment was ordered to Conrad's Ferry. The officer in charge of the re-

enforced brigade was instructed to deploy his troops in full view of the

Confederates and to shell the woods concealing enemy installations. The

ruse succeeded and the Confederates retired, allowing the Union troops to

return to their camps on the Maryland shore by nightfall.

About 10:00 on the evening of the 20th, Stone received intelligence

that a small detachment of Confederate troops was located several miles

outside of Leesburg. This appeared as fair prey to him and he ordered

troops to cross from Harrison's Island to destroy the detachment. Sup-

porting troops for the movement were instructed to re-cross the river at

Edward's Ferry.

 

l.McClellan, Report, 77.
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BALL '5 BLUFF OPERATION

While these orders were being carried out, Stone was hatching bigger

plans. He believed that Colonel Edward Baker, who had been dispatched to

Ball's Bluff, could lead a successful attack and that the enemy would re-

treat down the Leesburg road. The troops which had crossed at Edward's

Ferry were expected to attack up the Leesville road as soon as news of

Baker's success was received. This attack was designed to destroy the

Confederates after Baker had thrashed them.1 But things did not go the

way Stone had planned.

The troops which crossed to Ball's Bluff quickly ran into trouble

and the Confederates mounted an effective counterattack during which the

Union formations were disrupted and the Union commander Baker was killed.

I Offic. £03., 1 ser., V, 393-398-
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Late in the afternoon and evening, the Union soldiers made their way, some

by boat and others by swimming, to Harrison's Island, from which the offen-

sive had started. A beachhead was, however, maintained at Edward's Ferry.

On the 22nd, McClellan visited Poolesville to learn the details of

what had transpired. On the 23rd, after a personal visit to the Virginia

beachhead, he decided that the position was untenable. Believing a with-

drawal in daylight too dangerous, he secured the beachhead until nightfall.

Then the troops began to re-cross the river and by h:OO A.M. the last

Federal soldiers were on.Maryland ground.1

A.sordid aftermath to this engagement was the treatment afforded

General Stone. On January 28, 1862, Stanton signed an unnumbered order

from the War Department calling fer the relief of Stone from command and

his arrest. After having made some attempt to find out why the order had

been issued, McClellan, on.Febraury 8,1862, ordered his ProvostéMarshal

to arrest Stone and send him under guard to Fort Lafayette. The order

specified that he should be held without communication with anyone.2

Stone was kept under arrest for 189 days and was then released but without

orders for further duty. At no time were copies of charges against him

prepared or served on him.3

The battle of Ball's Bluff in its essentials was a simple operation

involving few men such as happens everyday in warfare. McClellan had been

engaging in the kind of activity all commanders must attempt, even though

I McClellan, Report, 82.

2 Offic. R800, I ser., V, 32110

3 Ibid., EEE.
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it be bleach. To get information, small units of troops had to probe at

various points along the enmy's lines. There was no thought in McClel-

lan's mind of an offensive. He merely needed to know certain things. His

local commander, however, made a mistake. It was not a large mistake as

errors in war go, but he made it. He accomplished his mission and then,

acting on a hunch, pushed troops into a place in which they might be re-

pulsed. It was Stone's bad luck that this happened.

Now in almost any other situation the losses would have been accept-

ed as part of the war and nothing more would have been heard about it.

Colonel Baker, however, was a Republican senator who was popular with

Lincoln. His death seemed to point to ineptness of military officers and

to the fact that in two months since the battle of Bull Run no major opera-

tion had been undertaken. Although Lincoln did not seem to hold Baker's

death against McClellan, others did. In talking over the matter with Lin-

coln, McClellan said, "There is many a good fellow that wears the shoulder

straps going under the sod before this thing is over. There is no loss

too great to be repaired. If I should get knocked on the head, Mr. Presi-

dent, you will put another man immediately in m shoes." The President

replied, "I want you to take care of yourself."1

But others—the Jacobins, such as Trumbull, Chandler, and Wade—were

not so charitable. Perhaps circumstance had something to do with it, but

perhaps Baker's death served to spark their activities. At ary rate, on

October 26 the President was presented with complaints about the inactivity

of McClellan. Wade, for example, wanted McClellan to fight an unsuccessful

 

l Hay, Diaries, 30.
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battle rather than delay longer. Fortunately, at this time Lincoln was

unconvinced and so stood behind his general. Talking to McClellan later

he said, "At the same time, General, you must not fight till you are

ready.“1

The battle of Ball's Bluff actually ended the first period of McClel-

lan's command. He had restored order to the shaken forces of McDowell.

He had engaged the venerable Scott in official combat and had not been

defeated. He had made giant strides in creating that tool which was e-

ventually to win the war for the Northo-the Army of the Potomac. He had

also gained the animosity of two powerful groups which were later to be

his undoing. One was the new Secretary of war, Stanton, and the other was

the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War, sometimes styled the Jacobin

Club. The storm was beginning to brew which would break about "Little Mac's"

head.

 

I Ibid., 31.
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CHAPTER V

ALL QUIET ON THE POTOMAC

On October 18, in view of the vexed chumnand situation in Washington

due to the difficulties between McClellan and Scott, Lincoln decided that

Scott should no longer command. He prepared a letter alluding to Scott's

earlier request to be retired and stating that while the goverrment would

still have need of his services, there would be no objection if the septua-

genarian wanted to retire to civil life. On October 31, Scott wrote again

asking retirement and Lincoln accepted the request by going to see the

general in the company of the cabinet. The President made a short speech

which together with the official order ended the long, faithful, and

. 1

worthy public career of Winfield Scott.

McClellan, to whom the removal of Scott was a much to be desired event,

wrote touchingly of his parting with the general. At four in the morning

on November 3, he escorted Scott to the depot in a pouring rain. Describ-

ing the scene to his wife, he wrote:

It mq be that at some distant day I, too, shall totter away

from Washington, a worn-out soldier, with naught to do but

make my peace with God. The sight of this morning was a les-

son to me which I hape not soon to forget. I saw the end of

a long active, and ambitious life, the end of the career of

the first soldier of his nation; and it was a feeble old man

scarce able to walk; hardly amone there to see him off but

his successor. Should I ever become vainglorious and am-

bitious, remind me of the spectacle....2

 

1 Randall, Lincoln The President, 1, 39h.

2 McClellan, OwnfiStogz,173.
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Earlier, on the evening of November 1, Lincoln and a party called on

McClellan to discuss the General's assumption of the command vacated by

Scott. McClellan read the group his general order announcing the retire-

ment of Scott and his own assumption of command. Lincoln thanked him for

the tone of the order and told him he was greatly relieved by it. The

President added that he was perfectly satisfied giving McClellan command

of the any if he could be sure that the vast increase of responsibility

”would not anbarrass” the general. McClellan's answer was characteristic.

It is. a great relief, Sir. I feel as if several tons were

taken from aw shoulders today. I am now in contact with you,

and the Secretary. I am not mbarrassed by intervention.

Lincoln pointed out that the command of the Any of the Potomac and the

supreme comand of the armies would entail vast labor, but McClellan re-

plied, "I can do it all."1

Now in comand, McClellan's entire mode of operation had to change.

While organizing the Amy of the Potomac, he had spent long hours each

day in the saddle, visiting troops, checking new and proposed installa-

tions and offering advice and encouragement to“ his officers who were whip-

ping raw recruits into effective soldiers. Now he found himself more and

more shackled to a desk, considering on paper and in the abstract the af-

fairs of a vast military establishment. He lost much of the personal

contact with the rank and file which he had so assiduously developed. In

place of dealing almost exclusively with military men, albeit of different.

vintages, he found it necessary to deal more and more frequently with

I Hay, Diaries, 32-33.
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political leaders and about political matters. Lincoln, because of his

intense concentration on military affairs, became more of a headache to

the young commander than a helper or support. The Joint Committee on the

Conduct of the War became bothersome, and even.McClellan's staunch sup-

porters such as Chase occupied excessive amounts of the General's time

because the nature of a supreme commander's duties were so related to

political affairs. The "Trent“ affair required McClellan's thought,

where had he been only an army commander such an episode would have

interested him only as a civilian. That he was able to attend to his

varied and.complex duties attests to his tremendous physical and mental

vitality. But human nerves can stand only a limited amount of such strain

before revealing it. A goodly part of McClellan's irritations at the gov-

ernment may well be explained by the simple fact that he was tired. One

may well see why Lincoln's lawyer—like questionings late at night appeared

silly to a man who had spent part of that morning talking with irrate Con-

gressmen, another part sending telegrams to armies in various parts of the

country about complex subjects; who had spent the afternoon visiting in-

stallations along the Potomac, after which.reviewing staff plans for train-

ing and operations. Fatigue, coupled with McClellan's personality which

was inclined to resent interference made for touchy reltaionships with the

President.

McClellan had come from western Virginia to command a group of troops

which were largely without organization. He had lain the foundation for a

structure, both staff and line, which was to stand up under all the abuse

such men as Pepe, Burnside, and Hooker could give it. Yet he innocently
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believed that there was in existence some over-all strategic plan which he

could implement when he entered on his new duties. Of course, there was

no such plan. Lincoln, it is true, had some notion of broad over-all plan-

ning, but the military branch had done virtually nothing. There were bodies

of troops located in different parts of the country, but until their energies

were harnessed by some unified scheme, their efforts were bound to be almost

futile. Nor had the personnel selected as high commanders been given much

consideration by the War Office. Neither Cameron nor Scott had interested

himself in such matters. McClellan was thus forced to begin to rethink the

entire problem of comand.

The Army of the Potomac had grown under the watchful eyes of McClel-

lan and the lavishness of the northern peeple to be a creditable fighting

unit. There were many who began to wonder to what use McClellan would put

it. So, in addition to pondering on Operations in the lississippi valley,

the new comander had crucial questions to answer concerning the use of

the eastern troops and how they could‘be fitted into over-all strategy.

llcClellan reasoned that the Am of the Potomac would be in no condi-

tion for offensive operations until late in Novuber, 1861, and that even

then it would be insufficiently trained to be of much use against forti-

fied places. By that time the roads had become impassable for large units.

This, added to the fact that he believed no tangible gains could be ac-

complished by a movement toward the Confederate positions in northern-

Virginia, led him to the conclusion to defer active Operations in the east

until spring, concentrating instead in other more promising sones.1 This

point of view represented a decided shift from that he emressed in a letter

 

1 room, 9:53 Story, 199.
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to the Secretary of War late in October. at that time he argued that it

.was highly essential for the Anny of the Potomac to go on the offensive

that fall. The advance, he believed, should be set no later than November

25 and have as its major objective the crushing of the rebel any at Manas-

sas Junction.1

Several factors had been injected into the situation between late

October and late November to change the general's mind. He had found,

contrary to expectations, that there was no single theme of organization

running through the nation's military effort. This had to be supplied.

Then, too, he discovered that the government was unable to supply the

needs he wanted for his offensive. His supplies, of ordnance. and cavalry,

were still inadequate in November. Troops he wanted transferred from

other secotrs could not be spared, and the rate of recruitment of new units

fell below anticipations. The command situation in the west along the Mis-

sissippi had deteriorated during early November to such an extent that those

troops could not be expected to function unassisted even in a defensive role.

In this last respect, General Firemont, the commander at St. Louis, while

probably not personally culpable, had allowed his department to be exploited

by all sorts of unscrupulous men. Because of the corruption in his depart-

ment and because of certain political activities, he had been relieved of

command Novanber 2. General ”I. T. Sheman, thinking over the problems of

the war in the west, had been thrown in the depths of a personal depression '

and eventually had to be relieved. Buell was assigned to take his place.

1 McClellan, Re art, 119.
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In addition to the need for reorganizing the entire military effort

of the nation, the idea that the true line of Operations for the eastern

army should be by the James, York or Rappahannock rivers was talked about

and given consideration in staff conferences. Barnard, the chief of engi-

neers on. McClellan's staff, mentioned in a memorandum dated December 1,

1861 that such an idea had often occurred.1 The casual way in which the

statement is phrased leads one to believe that it had been a fairly com-

mon topic of conversation.

While probably no one of these factors was crucial in convincing

McClellan to postpone Operations, the total effect was to cause him to

view with considerable misgivings any major offensive in 1861. Quite

possibly, though, he kept an open mind throughout the late fall and winter

to the possibilities of en advance of the m of the Potomac. None-the-

less, the idea grew on him that an advance south from Washington would be

ill-advised, and this belief conditioned his decisions and his planning

for the other theaters. Military men frequently must make use of intui-

tions in making decisions. These intuitions are actually insights de-

veloped through years Of study of military matters and close contact with

a specific military situation. Only by considering such insights can one

explain why two successful comnanders, presented with almost identical con-

ditions, will make radically different plans. HoClellan's decision to post-

pone action in the east until spring, as well as his armies' unspoken de-

cision to go into winter quarters, may well only be explained as having

I OEEICO Eggs, 1 ser., V, 6710
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been intuitive or from insight into a total situation with no one critical

determining factor. In terms of what McClellan eventually tried to do,

the intuition was probably sound, but in terms of his "good press" it was

prObably bad.

While thus gradually reaching the important decision concerning post-

ponement of the Opening of the eastern campaign, McClellan gave serious

thought to affairs in the west. To the troubled department of Missouri

he assigned Major-General H. W. Halleck. He pointed out to Halleck the

difficulty and complexity of his duties, which involved much more than

usually faced a military commander. The amount of disloyalty in the area

was great, and careful screening of the officers and men wearing the

Union uniform was necessary in order to get rid of Southern sympathizers.

Halleck would need to take diamic steps to end the corruption which had

existed under Fremont, arresting those officers and civilians he found

engaging in unauthorized activities. With respect to purely military

affairs, McClellan suggested that Halleck fortify and hold such places

as Rolls, Sedalia, and other points in the state, patroling constantly

but concentrating his main bochr near the Mississippi to be reaw for of-

fensive operations.l

Because he had acquired the reputation for being insane, W. T. Sher-

man had been relieved Of coumand of the Department of the Ohio, and D. C.

Buell was assigned that post. McClellan wrote to Buell analyzing the

situation and indicating that that part of Kentucky west of the Cumberland

River had been assigned to the Department of Missouri, so that Buell was

I McOIeIEn, Re rt, 87-88.
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to confine his efforts to the eastern parts of Kentucky. In that area,

Buell was to bear in mind that political considerations were of over-

whelming importance, that the only issue for which the war was being fought

‘was the preservation of the Union and the upholding of the constitutional
   

authority of the government. Buell must impress the peOple of Kentucky
 

that their domestic institutions would not be touched. Since a majority

of the inhabitants of eastern Tennessee appeared in favor of the Union,

he suggested that Buell remain on the defensive along the line Louisville-

Nashville, while throwing his forces on‘walker's Gap or Knoxville to oc-

cupy the railroad at that point.1

During this period of inactivity along the Potomac, events were

developing which were to impinge deeply on the career of’McClellan.

Secretary of'war Cameron had vindicated earlier predictions by being

completely incompetent as a cabinet officer, and Lincoln decided that

a change must be made. To this end, Cassius M. Clay was granted a reprieve

from.the diplomatic post at St. Petersburg in order to assume more martial

responsibilities. ‘With this post vacant, Lincoln could accept Cameron's

bresignation and, to satisfy the political forces the man from Pennsylvania

represented, appoint him minister to Russia. To Cameron's place was as-

signed Edwin.M. Stanton of Pennsylvania. Stanton was an 1860 Democrat and

had served as a cabinet officer in the declining days of the Buchanan adv

ministration. He had known Lincoln as a lawyer through a rather unfortu-

nate trial in which Stanton stole the scene. He held Lincoln in short

 

I Ibiae, 89"?Oe
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esteem, and McClellan records that seldom did he talk about the President

in terms other than slanderous ones.l

Stanton's appointment came as a surprise to the rest of Lincoln's

cabinet except for Seward, who had become acquainted with him while he

'was a member of the Buchanan administration.2 He brought to the post

a number of important talents and qualifications of great value to a

minister of state, and some which would have better suited a John Brown.

He was honest, a good organizer, and a man to whom.duty to his post be-‘

came in time an over-riding passion. He was a man of strong prejudices

and of immense pride in the prerogatives of whatever office he held.

But in addition Stanton was a physical coward having an inordinate fear

of death. A great fear governing his life during the entire Civil'War

was that the Confederate host, such a few miles from the defenses of

washington, might one day capture the capital. Never, during four long

years of war, was he to feel secure so long as the Union main body was

away from directly in front of the capital. Even when Grant was able to

exercise supreme military command, this fear of Stanton's was a force to

be reckoned with. Grant found that only by circumventing the war office

was he able to make strategic dispositions of such forces as those under

Sheridan in the Shenandoah.3

The role Stanton played in eventually breaking McClellan would

be difficult to over—estimate. McClellan's troubles with the administrap

tion began almost as soon as Stanton came into office and lasted until the

 

l McClellan, Own Story, 152.

2 welles, Dia——: E8.

3 Personal emoirs gf‘U. S. Grant, New YOrk, Charles L.‘Webster & Co.,
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General was finally relieved in November of 1862. Any attempt to justify

McClellan must serve to discredit Stanton, just as the traditional picture

of McClellan glorifies or at least condones the role of the Secretary.

One can, this writer believes, see Lincoln and McClellan each growing in

stature as the war progressed, but one cannot see in Stanton the same kind

of development.

In a sense, Stanton's role as a bate noire in McClellan's life is
 

difficult to explain. Both men had been Democrats and now both occupied

strategic positions in an administration whose very Republicanism had

helped fling the nation into civil war. McClellan had, however, never

met or probably ever heard of Stanton before reaching'Washington in 1861.

Not many months after his arrival in'Washington, Stanton was recommended

to him as a safe legal adviser. From that point on Stanton appeared to

McClellan as pressing his friendship. And MCClellan must have returned

the amicable feeling, for he frequently was a visitor at Stanton's house

while hiding out from ”browsing presidents." Stanton, during their con-

versations, never referred to Lincoln in terms other than of extreme de-

rision. Lincoln was the "original gorilla." Du Chaillu was a fool to

‘wander all the way to Africa to find wild animals when he could have found

the equivalent in Springfield, Illinois, according to Stanton. The Repub-

1

lican party was dishonest and devoid of all ability.‘

Lincoln became aware of the ripening friendship and when he was fully ‘

decided that he would appoint Stanton as Secretary of war, he asked Mc-

Clellan's opinion, mentioning that he wanted to appoint a war minister

 

1 McClellan, 9:2 Stogy, 151-152.
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with whom.McClellan could get along. McClellan, of course, approved of

the choice. When the post was offered to him, Stanton called on McClel-

an to ask his advice about accepting or rejecting the offer. Stanton

said that he was in somewhat of a quandry about accepting. Acceptance

would involve great personal sacrifices, but if he could help put down

the rebellion he was willing to devote all of his time and intellect to

the undertaking. He told McClellan that he believed tOgether they could

quickly end the war. If McClellan wanted him to, he would accept.

After assuming office, Stanton's entire attitude toward McClellan

changed and he avoided him.rather than seeking his friendship. Even the

ordinary business between a commanding general and his civilian chief be-

came strained and difficult. In place of talking over political affairs

with.MCCle11an as he had done before entering the administration, Stanton

now began to be seen in the company of'Wade, Chandler, and others repre-

senting a different point of view toward the war than McClellan's.

A full explanation of Stanton's character does not properly belong

in a study of McClellan as a commander, but because the Secretary's deal-

ings with the commanding general were so crucial in the early conduct of

the war, some analysis must be attempted. The first and most obvious con-

sideration might be that McClellan and Stanton both had a good bit of

"copperheadism" in them. They without doubt enjoyed every moment of their

discussions as they raked over the coals the physical characteristics of

the President and his party's ideological creed. After joining the Repub-

lican administration, Stanton may well have begun to fear McClellan because

the general knew too much of the Secretary's earlier attitudes. Getting
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rid Of’MCClellan by discrediting him was a way to prevent his own dis-

loyalty from being brought before the public gaze.

A second consideration involves an element of physical cowardice in

Stanton's character which has been mentioned before. Stanton's coolness

toward.MCC1ellan dates almost exactly from the time McClellan's plans for

an envelopment movement down the coast were maturing. Implicit in a plan

based upon using the James or York rivers was a weakening of the forces in

front of'Washington, with the possible dangers such a course entailed.

Those changes, of course, implied personal danger for Edwin Stanton and

his enmity to the plan at once became apparent.

A.third consideration involves Stanton's abolitiontmu. McClellan sug-

gests that Stanton was convinced, by the extreme anti-slavery men, that

a war ending with slavery still established in the South was no victory at

all. 'war conducted along the lines laid down by McClellan would not ac-

complish such an end, since, according to McClellan and those who believed

as he did, once the Southern army was defeated, the Union was restored.

Such a result was most certainly not to be encouraged by the abolitionists,

so MOC1ellan had to be denied the support which might possibly have ended

the war without altering Southern institutions. McClellan always believed,

and there is some reason for agreeing with him, that Stanton planted seeds

of distrust of the general's conduct of the war in Lincoln's mind and en-

couraged the President in those acts which most embarrassed McClellan, i.e.,

the Presidential‘war Orders.

Still a fourth consideration hinged upon Stanton's jealousy of mili-

tary men who appeared to usurp any of the prerogatives of the Secretary of
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‘War. McClellan, because he was considerably more Officious than most, was

more likely to irritate Stanton than a person of a retiring nature such

as Burnside or.Meade. At the time McClellan crossed swords with "Mars",

as Lincoln sometimes called Stanton, he did not have the kind of prestige

‘with which Grant later could combat the jealous pride of Stanton. In fair-

ness to Stanton, however, it should be pointed out that McClellan was a

most difficult person with whom to work. He had quarrelled with Scott, he

quarrelled with Stanton, and before his command of the army ended, he

managed to quarrel with many of the most important political leaders in

'Washington as well as with a goodly number of his generals, political as

well as military.

The American constitutional system is such that a secretary of war

can'be made ineffective, provided the President who is the commander-in-

chief has confidence in the military commander. However, McClellan could

not claim.Lincoln's confidence, partly because of differences in the two

men and partly because a powerful group of members of the House and Senate

opposed the general. This group was able to make its claims official

through a congressional agency called the Joint Committee on the Conduct

of the'War, and Lincoln, because legislative cooperation was necessary,

had to listen to its recommendations. By allying himself with this group,

Stanton insured himself a control over the destinies of the army which he,

acting alone, could not have accomplished.

The precise reasons why Stanton broke with McClellan are not known,

chiefly because the Secretary of War was such an expert at concealing his

true feelings. Within hours of the time he called on McClellan to ask the
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General's advice about accepting the Secretaryship of war, he said to

Mr. and Hrs. Don Piatt, "Yes, I am going to be Secretary of War to Old

Abe.” When asked what he preposed doing he replied, "Do? I intend to

accomplish three things. I will make Abe Lincoln President of the United

States. I will force this man.McClellan to fight or throw'up; and last

but not least, I will pick Lorenzo Thomas [Adjutant—General] up with a

pair of tongs and drop him from the nearestwindow."1 Even until the

very last of McClellan's first tenure as Commander of the Army of the

Potomac, when Stanton was doing his best to have the general relieved, he

could still write on July 5, ”I can therefore only say, my dear general,

in this brief moment, that there is no cause in my heart or conduct for

the cloud that wicked men have raised between us for their own base and

selfish purposes. No man had ever a truer friend than I have been to

you and shall continue to be."2 In arriving at an interpretation then,

one must examine the entire complex of relationships between the two men

and accept the theory which most harmonizes with all available evidence.

In the opinion of this writer the picture sketched of Stanton is a valid

one.

This Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War was appointed in

December, 1861, and became, during the next four years, one of the greatest

burdens the administration had to bear. It also, however, was the bane of

the existence of those who sought to make excessive profits out of the war‘

I Sandburg, The E3! Years, I, hh6.

2 McClellan, Own Stor , £76.
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as well as the terror of generals and other officers who did less than

their duty as conceived by the committee. Its membership was strong in

political shrewdness, extreme abolitionism, Republicanism, and vindictive

hatred of things Southern. Its membership was almost completely lacking

in humanitarianism, humanism, and the brand of the nineteenth century

liberalism Lincoln himself represented. “The chairman, Benjamin Franklin

wade of Ohio, was the most impatient of the whole pragmatic lot. Senator

Zachariah Chandler of Michigan, Lyman Trumbull of Illinois, and Andrew John-

son each brought strong talents and strong prejudices to their duties as

members of a midrcentury "Committee of Public Safety." Thaddeus Stevens,

floor—leader of the House and chairman of the House ways and Means Com-

mittee was another member of this "Jacobin" group. His contributions of

intellect and venom.were great and his cold blue hatred of the South made

him a natural enemy of anyone who even demonstrated Christian charity to-

‘ward the enemy.1

Although the committee did not come into official existence until

December, 1861, its membership was at work much earlier. In late October,

Trumbull, Chandler, and‘Wade began to worry Lincoln and to press for an-

other battle. 'wade even preferred an unsuccessful fight to delay on the

part Of the army. Lincoln and.McClellan were both troubled by this sort

of impatience. At this period, however, Lincoln was able and willing to

support the more deliberate policy of the young general. As time went on, '

Lincoln's hand was weakened and the radical faction was able to insist

 

hl An exEEllent summary is presented in Sandburg, The'War Years, I,
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upon generals more closely representing its point of view. In talking

about the danands of the group Lincoln told McClellan, "At the same time,

General, you must not fight till you are ready."1

Possibly to make clear to the cOuntry that he did not subscribe to

the over-zealous military notions of the committee, Lincoln devoted part

of his December, 1861 speech to Congress to military comanders. After

paying a neat compliment to the retired Scott, Lincoln pointed out that

McClellan had been placed in supreme command. General Scott and the people

of the nation had repeatedly recommended the Officer and ”hence there is

better reason to hope there will be given him the confidence and cordial

support thus by fair implication promised, and without which he [McClellan]

cannot with so full efficiency serve the country."2 Then Lincoln made a

remark which has been variously interpreted by advocates of both sides of

the McClellan controversy. ‘

It has been said that one bad general is better than two good

ones, and the saying is true if taken to mean no more than an

army is better directed by a single mind, though inferior,

than by two superior ones at variance and cross purposes with

each other.

in Lincoln actually did in this remark was to state in a round-

about way the need for a unified comand. There can be no implication

that he considered, at this time, McClellan as an inferior general. There

is, however, ample evidence to the contrary. The choice of words was un-

fortunate when considered in the light of developments of 1862, and has

given critics of McClellan ammunition for their arguments.

I Hay, Diaries, 31.

2 LincoE, Works, (Federal Edition), V, I405.

 





126

McClellan's manifold activities as commander-in—chief took their toll

from his extremely vital physique. His long hours spent in conference, on

horseback and in individual planning weakened his constitution, and in

December, 1861 he fell ill with typhoid fever. This illness is rather

difficult to assess as a factor in the McClellan story. McClellan him-

self claimed that while he was bedridden during the course of the ill-

ness he never once lost capacity to command and that he directed the var-

ious staff heads in their duties as before. Others have argued that dur-

ing the weeks of McClellan's illness the Army of the Potomac was virtually

without a commander and that the entire army of the United States drifted

along with no leadership. Such a contention is based in part upon McClel-

lan's habit of keeping his own counsel and retaining personal command

responsibility for many of the details of his office. Those who advance

this theory argue that even McClellanls father-in-law, General Marcy, was

afraid to take any action without McClellaan specific approval and that

during this illness the commander was in no condition to give such approval.

One suspects that there are elements of truth in both versions. McClel-

Ian was never a person to delegate responsibility or authority to subordi-

nates. He wanted, and usually was able, to keep track of most of the details

concerning the army. When he became ill a potent force was withdrawn from

active participation in affairs of the army. He probably was able to keep

somewhat abreast of developments, but lacking perfect health, the vigor of‘

his decisions was probably less than usual. Thus the business of organiza-

tion, training, and planning was undoubtedly slowed somewhat, although con-

sidering the time of the year and that no active winter Operations were
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actually planned, it is difficult to attach much importance to it. It

was unfortunate that at the time this sloweup of activities became apparent

the nation had begun to protest against the entire fall having passed with-

out a major military movement, and that while McClellan was ill the Coma

mittee on the Conduct of the‘War had begun to exert its ceaseless pressure

on Lincoln. These domestic pressures forced Lincoln into considering tech?

nical military matters from which this last stemmed an entire sequence of

events culminating eventually in the negation of the effectiveness of Mo-

Clellan's plans.

McClellan's illness made a lasting impression upon Lincoln. Through-

out the fall of 1861 he had paid McClellan many a visit to talk over army

matters instead of calling the general to the White House to see him. When

McClellan was taken sick the President continued making calls but as often

as not found the general asleep. Consequently Lincoln was unable to talk

over military matters with his top commander at the very time when pres-

sure from public opinion and from Congress was mounting. The treasury

was finding it difficult to secure the funds the ever-expanding armies

required, and there was always present the danger of British and French

recognition of the_Confederacy. Lincoln needed something concrete in the

'way of military deve10pments and had no place to go to secure them nor any-

one to whom he could talk about campaign plans.

On January 10, 1862, in desperation, Lincoln called Generals McDowell.

and Franklin, Secretary Seward, Secretary'Welles, and the assistant Secretary

of war to an evening meeting. The President, greatly disturbed by the state
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of affairs, spoke of the condition of the treasury, the delicate foreign

situation, the critical struggle in Xissouri, and the lack of harmony be-

tween Generals Buell and Halleck. If something were not done soon, he

said, the "bottom would be out of the whole affair——and if General Mc-

Clellan did not want to use the army, he would like to borrow it, pro-

vided he could see how it could be made to do something."1 The group,

after discussing possible uses for the army, broke up without accomp-

lishing much except to agree to meet several days later with more of the

senior commanders of the Army of the Potomac.

McClellan, advised of the prOposed meeting, got out of bed and went

to the White House Sunday morning, January 12, to attend it. Lincoln in-

vited him to attend another meeting to be held the next day to discuss

plans for future Operations. McClellan, prompt as usual, found Secre-

taries Seward, Chase, and Blair and Generals McDowell, Franklin, and

Meigs already assembled. There was rather desultory talk going on about

topics of general interest, but apparently no attempt was made to bring

the meeting to order. There was a good bit of whispering among members

of the group, with the President and Secretary Chase talking quietly at

the end of the table. Finally, Chase announced that he understood the

purpose of the meeting was to allow McClellan to explain to them all his

offensive plans for their approval. McClellan replied that that was news

to him and that he couldn't quite see how the Secretary of the Treasury

could ask him anything, as only the President and the Secretary of‘War

‘were legally entitled to quiz him about military affairs. Lincoln next
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attempted to get the meeting going, stating, "Well, General McClellan, I

think you had better tell us your plans." McClellan reacted to this vio—

lently and stated that if the President had so little confidence in him

as to need the opinions of others, who were unqualified to judge, then

the President ought to relieve him. No general, he added, would reveal

his plans to such a group as that present, knowing that within hours know-

ledge of the plans would be spread all over'Washington. He went on to

add that actually both the President and the Secretary of Treasury knew

in general his plans. He must, he argued, refuse to divulge his plans

unless ordered to do so in writing by the President. After a little more

desultory talk, Lincoln adjourned the meeting.1 Before leaving the White

House, MCClellan went up to the President and asked him to have confidence

in his judgment and not to be influenced by peOple who had no right to ad-

vise him upon military matters.

This unhappy episode in a very real sense marked the turning point in

McClellan's relationships with Lincoln. No longer was "Little Macfliregard-

ed as the hope of the nation. Rather he had become a person with whom many

had become dissatisfied but for whom there was no replacement available.

The two men, Lincoln and.McClellan, had.net in what was at best an embar-

rassing situation and neither had succeeded in imposing his will on the

other. The differences between the two men from then on became so apparent

that henceforth those differences would overshadow the commonness of pur-

pose which had thus far characterized.both of their actions.

,McClellan was certainly at fault in the rude manner in which he

 

‘l McClellan, 9:3 Story, 156-158.
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treated the President and the high officials at the meeting.- On the other

hand, he was probably justified in fearing leaks in intelligence. Lincoln

was an incorrigible gossip and information imparted to him was very likely

to be quickly in the hands of the Confederate authorities. By the time of

the Grant era he had corrected this difficulty by refusing to know about

precise military plans.

As to whether McClellan did or did not have a plan at the time of

this meeting is not clear. He was in the process of developing an entire-

ly new concept of the war in the east. He was shifting from an earlier-

held belief in an overland attack via Manassas Junction to one involving

water transportation. On.December 10, 1861, McClellan submitted the fol-

lowing letter to the President:

I enclose the paper you left with me, filled as you requested.

In arriving at the numbers given I have left the minimum num-

ber in garrison and observation.

Information received recently leads me to believe that the

enemy could meet us in front with equal forces nearly, and

I have now my mind actively turned toward another plan of

‘campaign that I do not think a all anticipated by the enemy

nor by many of our own people.

He was, of course, open to criticism for not confiding in his senior come

manders, but his restraint in this respect might have been commended had

things gone differently. T. J. Jackson also kept his own counsel, and

neither his subordinates nor his enemy were able to know Just what he would

do. All in all, the meetings of January could best never have taken place.‘

McClellan lost the full suppport of Lincoln, the critics of McClellan obtain-

ed fuel for their campaign, and the army was moved not one inch closer to
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fighting the enemy.

While in Washinan McClellan was thus incurring the enmity Of

powerful men and losing the confidence of his President, all was not

serene on the other side of the Potomac. After the Battles of Bull

Run and Manassas Junction, the Confederate high command was undergoing

the same sort of personnel troubles as plagued the North. Beauregard,

having flashed across the sky of Confederate public Opinion, quickly

faded and was transferred to the west. Johnston, who was left in command

of the SOuthern army blocking the several eastern overland routes to the

South, began to engage in the same kinds Of controversies with his govern-

ment as McClellan did with his. President Jefferson Davis had been train-

ed as a soldier and fancied his greatest talents lay in that direction.

In this opinion he was strengthened by the advice of a man who in turn

was Secretary of War then Secretary of State. Judah Benjamin was to

Johnston everything which Stanton was to become for McClellan. Intensely

loyal to Davis, he conceived of his role as Secretary of War as being vir-

tually that of Chief of Staff to a President who was in fact a military

commander-in-chief. With Benjamin and with Davis, Johnston was to wage

many a wordy battle over all manner of things from the granting, from

Richmond, of mrloughs to troops needed in the line, to whether or not

the am should have been withdrawn from Manassas Junction to a safer,

more defensible line.

Johnston, after the August days passed, was faced with a diffi-

cult tactical mission. With an army which was scarcely adequate in num-

bers and highly inadequate in equipment, he was assigned the mission of
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defending the Shenandoah Valley, the overland approaches to Richmond and

the lower Potomac, i.e., below washington. The Shenandoah district was

entrusted to Major General T. J. Jackson, who, upon arrival in the valley,

began to whip his trOOps into shape and to plot an Offensive to help keep

the growing Union might off balance. JacksOn conceived a plan for the

capturing of the city of Romney, but in the process of implementing it

managed to acquire not only a reputation for being slightly crazy but

the personal attention of Benjamin. Benjamin attempted to issue Operation-

al orders from.Richmond, and Jackson reacted violently by attempting to re-

sign. He was only dissuaded from doing so by arguments stressing the harm

such a step would do the cause of the South and by promises that Richmond

would not interfere.

Johnston himself faced.McClellan's rapidly-growing army threatening

to overwhelm the Southerners at any time the protection afforded by muddy

roads was removed. Johnston believed that McClellan's strength would en-

able him to advance along any one of several routes with equally good ‘

chances of victory once the roads were free. He believed that his own

army should take up positions farther south but was prevented from doing

so by the same mud which kept the Union troops from attacking. He was thus

faced with an awful dilemma. TO wait until the end of winter was to run

the risk of an overwhelming attack by McClellan. To move south before the

end of winter would probably involve immense losses in supplies, for guns

and wagons simply could not be moved through the mire. In the end, Johns-

ton made the movement, accepting the losses in equipment rather than facing

l

the Northern hosts. McClellan, had he but known, had thoroughly frightened

e t of view expressed here is that of Freeman, Lee's Lieuten-

mts’ I, 99-1117. '
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Johnston just by the very size of his army and its equipment. It is in-

teresting that although each commander had strong evidence that leaks of

information were taking place, neither general obtained the knowledge of

the other that was crucial.

During this period of quiet before the spring campaigns began,

McClellan must be credited with some high achievement as well as debited

with serious blunders. He continued the organization and training of his

army, thus preparing it for what it would need to endure. He gradually

perceived that an overland campaign might be the least effective of the

possible approaches Open to him. He Opposed, with all his might, efforts

to force him into a premature advance. In these three respects his judg-

ment was sound.

on the other hand, he made three serious errors, in part, it should

be mentioned, because Of the peculiar atmosphere of wartime'Washington.

He antagonized the President without whose support, in the American

democracy, the best-laid plans would be meaningless. Even before his

illness he was scarcely courteous to Lincoln, on one occasion even refus-

ing to come downstairs to see him. If he was to end the war quickly, and

there is good reason to believe that this was his desire, the support of

all portions Of the government was necessary. McClellan failed to retain

the support of the executive branch and in so doing failed one of his es-

sential.missions.

He managed to mass against him a solid political block which would

not rest until his "hide" had been nailed to the "barn door." It is not

for nothing that military men are expected to stay clear of political
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affairs. Theirs is duty which must represent the entire country. McClel-

lan, during the period when he needed bi—partisan support, openly con-

sorted with outspoken critics of the administration. The fact that one

of them later joined the administration and turned on him.is beside the

point. In addition, he Openly took sides in the inter-cabinet bickerings

and in the end lost the support of all sides.

As an administrator, he spread himself too thin. Conceivably he

could have commanded the armies of the United States and one of the field

armies. But to have done so would have involved more delegation of author-

ity than he was willing to make. McClellan never learned that most details

should be the province of subordinates. He frequently concerned himself

with the small at the expense of the large. While commander of the Army

of the Potomac, he was able to exercise personal leadership which was

sacrificed after November 1 and nothing was developed to take its place.

His direct command responsibility over both the entire army and the Army

of the Potomac was largely personal. ‘When he was taken ill, no one was.

trained to take his place, and while making very little real difference,

the public confidence in him.was never as high after his illness as before.
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CHAPTER VI

LINCOLN ASSUMES COMMAND

During January, 1862, Lincoln altered completely his methods for

dealing with his generals. Until that time he had in the main left

technical matters of tactics and strategy to the judgment of his comp

manders. From January, 1862 until Grant assumed command of the armies,

the President's personal hand was involved in all major decisions con-

cerning the army and the uses to which it was put. In fact, so direct

was the President's role in army affairs that it appeared to many that

he had suddenly become conscious of the conStitutional provision making

the chief executive commander-in-chief and had decided to become the

actual military commander. Such a radical shift in policy has been the

basis for one of the most intriguing questions in Civil War history.

There are almost as many different explanations offered for the change

as there are books dealing with the subject. These explanations range

all the way from suggesting that Lincoln's attention was called to the

full import of the consumutional provision by a pretty young woman,

(Miss Carroll of Maryland), to suggesting that Lincoln fell under the

influence of forces desiring to alter the entire purpose of the war.

A great many such interpretations may be ignored, but several need to

be examined because they have been crucial in the traditional view of

McClellan.

Perhaps the most frequently advanced thesis is that Lincoln, faced

with terrific pressures for action coming from Congress and from the
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nation, finally dispaired of McClellan's ever assuming the offensive.1 In

order to force the army to act, the President first studied military sub-

jects in great detail and then began to exercise definite command respone

sibilities. This thesis involves the suggestion that Lincoln assumed those

responsibilities with reluctance and exercised them only until Grant became

the commander—in—chief. At that time, Lincoln is said to have relinquished

his direct control over the affairs of the army.

Another interpretation suggests that during the Civil war there were

a great many revolutions taking place at the same time. One of these was

between an incipient clique of generals which, given the Opportunity,

could develop into a perpetual Officer caste, strong enough to control the

nation and the political branch of the government.2 Lincoln, seeing the

dangers in allowing generals to rule, at last exercised his authority in

favor Of civilian constitutbnal government. McClellan had to go because,

at the time of Lincoln's decision, he represented the high point of mili-

tary hegemony in the government. A modification of this thesis suggests

that Lincoln actually exercised.military command during the McClellan

period. The point is made that during the early months Of McClellan's

command the war Department was so under McClellan's power that the legiti-

mate demands of the civilian government could be obtained.only by taking

3

extreme actions. Thus Lincoln's series of general and special war orders

 

l Sandburg, The'War Years, I, h13-h22.

2 Bruce Catton, Mr. LifiOoln's Army, New York, Doubleday &.Co., Inc.,

3 Williams, Lincoln Finds a General, I, 157-158.
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were issued only to re—establish a-prOper separation of power between that

exercised by field commanders and that of the War Department under a ci-

vilian head. Once balance was re-established, the war orders stopped and

so did Lincoln's intervention.

Another notion frequently found is that Lincoln's assumption of vir-

tual command came as a result of Stanton's urging. This theory is based

on the hypothesis that Stanton loved power for its own sake. When he be-

came chief of the war office he found his office devoid of power. In

order to Obtain the power he craved, he influenced Lincoln against Mc-

Clellan with the idea that if McClellan's control were broken, the Sec-

retary of'War could step into the power vacuum thus created.1 This thesis

also has been.modified by other writers. According to some, Stanton was

used by the extreme anti-slavery politicians to get rid of military come

manders who were not I"right"’on slavery. Stanton's group then used Lin-

Lcoln to break McClellan by encouraging the President to exert the power

the constitution provides the civilian chief of state.

All of these points of view have sufficient truth to them to be

plausible. Yet they all seem inappropriate by imputing motives and plan-

ning to men for which there is no real evidence. Rather, Lincoln's ins

tense interest in.military affairs would seem to be a manifestation of the

amateur's preoccupation with high strategy. It was an interest which had

been demonstrated before the events of January 1862 had developed and'was

demonstrated repeatedly even after Grant became commander. This interest

I J. H. Campbell, McClellan, New York, The Neale Publishing Co.,

1916, 90 O
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‘was converted into action partly because Of the very real differences

existing between Lincoln and McClellan. Until Lincoln's relations with

McClellan became strained during the general's illness, these differences

between the two men were subordinated to the cause of saving the union.

Once a breach had occurred, however, the differences increased in im-

portance and the two virtually ceased communicating with each other. In

addition, the demands of the nation for action lent an urgency to these

personal feelings of Lincoln, with the result that he at last began to

differ openly with McClellan's point of view and to use his position as

president to implement his own ideas with orders.

It should be pointed out that had Lincoln been asked why he virtually

assumed command of the armies, he probably could have answered very honestn

ly that he had not done so. He probably believed that he was only exerting

pressure to have the military accomplish prOper political objectives. Such

things as predilection for military matters, or being influenced by person-

al differences from another man are for the most part motives which exist

below the level of consciousness. But existence below the level Of con-

sciousness does not make motives any the less important in governing human

behavior. Lincoln, possessing the potential motivation to differ with

McClellan and to interfere in military matters, was susceptible to sug-

gestions of his advisors who sought to encourage such behavior for various

personal ends. A Lincoln who was sympathetic to McClellan's point of view‘

would have rejected suggestions made by Stanton or the Joint Committee as

being inappropriate. Being unsympathetic, Lincoln was influenced.

Lincoln's first major public effort as a military commander was the
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publication, without notice, of the President's General‘war Order No. 1.

Issued on January 27, it was written without consultation with anyone,

although before issuing it the President read it to the cabinet, not for

1

its sanction but for its information. Since it was such an unusual docu-

ment, it is reproduced here.

Ordered, That the 22d day Of February, 1862, be the day

for a general movement of the land and naval forces Of

the United States against the insurgent forces.

That especially the army at and about Fortress Monroe,

the Army of the Potomac, the Army Of'Western Virginia,

the army near Munfordville, Kentucky, the army and

flotilla at Cairo, and a naval force in the Gulf Of

Mexico, be ready for a movement on that day.

That all other forces, both land and naval, with their

respective commanders, obey existing orders for the

time, and be ready to Obey additional orders when duly

given.

That the heads Of departments, and especially the

Secretaries Of‘War and of the Navy, with all their sub—

ordinates, and the General-in—Cheif, with all other

commanders and subordinates Of land and naval forces,

will severally be held to their strict and full reipon-

sibilities for the prOmpt execution of this order.

Four days later, as though to implement his General Order, Lincoln

issued a President's Special'War Order No. l in which it was

Ordered, That all the disposable force of the Army of

the Potomac, after providing safely for the defence of

'Washington, be formed into an expedition for the immedi-

ate object of seizing and occupying a point upon the

railroad south westward of what is known as Manassas

Junction, all details to be in the discretion Of the

commander-in-chief and the expedition to move before

or on the 22d day of February next.3

 

IHa-y’ Diary, 36.

2 Lincoln, Wbrks, (Federal), V, h2h.

3 Ibid., h2g.
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McClellan reacted violently to these two unusual orders, asking

Lincoln if the orders must be regarded as final or whether he would be

allowed to submit, in writing, objections to the plan and the reason for

preferring another one. Permission was granted, and McClellan prepared a

long letter to the Secretary Of'War, but before it was submitted, Lincoln

had addressed a letter to the general calling specific attention to the

different conceptions of offensive plans.

YOu and I have distinct and different plans for a movement of

the army of the Potomac, Yours to be done by the Chesapeake,

up the Rapphannock to Urbana, and.across and to the terminus

of the railroad on the York River: mine to move directly to

a point on the railroad southwest of Manassas.

If you will give me satisfactory answers to the following

questions, I shall gladly yield.my plan to yours.

lst. Does not your plan involve a greatly larger expendi-

ture of time and money than mine?

2d. ‘lherein is a victory more certain by your plan than.mine?

3d. 'Wherein is a victory more valuable by your plan than mine?

hth. In fact would it not be less valuable in this; that it

would break no great line of the enemy's communications,

while mine would.

5th. In case of disaster, wiuld not a retreat be more diffi-

cult by your plan than mine?

McClellan's letter was a rather elaborate report outlining the rela-

tive merits of each of the several invasion routes available. After pre-

senting a resume of his activities frOm the time of his arrival in wash-

ington, paying particular attention to his feat of restoring order after

the debacle of Bull Run, he pointed out the fact of the splendid ring of

 

l.McClelIan, Re ort, 97-98.
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fortresses which now provided a base for the defense of Washington and the

fighting trim.into which the Army of the Potomac had been whipped. Many

months before, he argued, his army had been in condition to repell an at-

tack, but (and this point eluded the political leaders constantly) a de-

fensive army was not the same as one capable of mounting an offensive

against a well-trained, capably led, and well-fortified enemy, especially

if it possessed the elan which only victory could give it. He needed, he

said, large increments of new troops so that when the army did take the

field, its results would be decisive. He regarded the true Union policy

to consist of:

fully preparing ourselves and then seeking fbr the most

decisive results. I do not wish to waste life in useless

battles, but prefer to strike at the heart.

Lincoln's plan, he pointed out, anticipated a direct attack upon the I

prepared positions of Johnston at Centreville and Manassas or else a single

or double envelOpment of them. An attack might be unleashed against the

Confederate right flank by the line of the Occoquan, crossing the Potomac

below that river near the positions of the SOuthern batteries on the south

bank of the Potomac. This movement would serve to uncover the lower Po-

tomac and render it free for Federal navigation. It would also provide for

new bases on the south Of the Potomac from.which subsequent maneuvers could

be attempted against the Confederate axis Of communications. Once the line

of the Occoquan had been gained a column could march on We to cover the

Union left from possible attack from the direction of Acquia. This could

be followed by the occupation of Bacon Race Church and the cross roads near

the mouth of Bull Run. Fellowing the securing Of the fords over Bull Run,



11:2

Brentsville could be attacked to prevent the Union right wing from being

split from the main body. This complete maneuver, if successful, could

have the effect of tin-ning the entire Confederate position.

 

MCCIEHAN'S INTERPRETATION OF LINCOLN 'S PLAN

McClellan's plan, on the other hand, postulated a base of operations

somewhere in the lower Chesapeake Bay with an initial landing probably to

be made at Urbana on the lower Rappahannock. This landing would be ex-

ploited by a rapid march to the peninsula cutting IcGruder's defending

forces from their base of supplies with Richmond. If, for some reason,

Urbano. proved to be unavailable as a base, llobjack Bay or Fort Monroe

could well become the concentration point. Hater transportation was a—

vailable for any of the bases mentioned and Union soldiers could be con-

voyed almost to their fields of battle rather than being required to march
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overland through Virginia mud. If the Urbana base were selected, ap-

proximately four divisions would be employed there while the bulk of

the any was trnsported to the south side of the Rappahannock along the

general line Cape Iookout—Heathsville.1

‘ . a, l

 
IcCLEILAN'S PLANS

I McCIeIEn, O_w_n Sto , 23h-235.
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McClellan objected to Lincoln's plan for several reasons. He believ-

ed that the fords of the Occoquan below the mouth of the Bull Run were so

well guarded by Confederates that even the crossings of the Occoquan would

be resisted stoutly. Since the fords were guarded, am offensive should

probany be along a broad front all along the Occoquan, which posed the

danger of uncovering a flank to attack. All subsequent moves would have

to be accomplished most rapidly; otherwise the enemy, Operating from inter-

ior lines, could concentrate at weak points in the Union attack. mus

speed, cleaned so necessary, might be impossible for the attacking Feder-

al lines because of the dismal quality of the roads resulting from the

excess of snow and rain. In view of the weather and the strength of the

anew, McClellan thought that the only gains possible from the President's

plan would be the possession of a battle field, the evacuation of the line

of the upper Potomac, and a morale boost from a victory. The Confederate

main line of conmunication would not have been cut, and the sum main body

would be available to delqr every step of the long overland route to Rich-

mond still remaining to be traversed.l

At least two of HcClellan's fears were well documented in fact. he

first concerned the delaying quality of Virginia mud. From all reports,

canpared with Virginia mud, the substance English troops encountered in

Flanders in 19111-1918 was a concrete highway. This mud was to be a con-

sideration all through the war and has been overlooked when writers have

attempted to explain why the Confederate troops could always nave faster

in retreat than the Union forces could in advance. Virginia mud was

I THE, 233.
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largely to blame. The Union forces, by the very nature of the operation

they were attempting, had to move immense quantities of stores. These,

in buckboard wagons, Just would not roll over the seas of mud the Vir-

ginians called roads. Yet they had to be moved if supply lines were to

be secured and supply lines had to be secure if the rebellion were to be

crushed comletely.

‘me second fear, that concerning the strength of the Confederate

defenses along the line of the Occoquan, can be vindicated by a stucbv of

the Confederate correspondence during this period. As early as Novmber

13, 1861, Beauregard had written to General Whiting, who commanded near

1

Dunfries, of the importance of the line of the Occoquan. On the lhth,

G. I. Snith also wrote to Whiting of intelligence reports suggesting a

possible thrust along the Occoquan. Slith said, however, that his own

2

command was in good condition and ready to support Whiting. 0n the 16th,

Johnston wrote to acting Secretary of War Benjamin:

My object in laying these letters before you is to show

the importance of additional re-enforcenents to enable

Brigadier-General Whiting to defeat such attempts of

the enemy as he expects....It is necessary therefore,

in order to prevent the apprehended landing of the enm,

that we should have as nearly as possible a sufficient

umber of troops to repel the enesw on the Occoquan or

the bank of the Potomac....8hould the anew establish a

new base on the river below the Occoguan...it would be

impossible to hold this position.... ~

On the 16th, Whiting reported intelligence to the effect that the

enuy would probably attack as soon as their flotilla could be organised.

I

I Effie. Rec., 1 ser., V, 951.

2 m, 933'.

3 Es: 955‘9560
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If a crossing (of the Occoquan) were made, he thought he would be able to

strike the enemy left flank in the vicinity of Kankey's fare on the

l

Neabsco. On the 18th, President Davis ordered Johnston to give Dumfries

and Fredricksburg his personal attention in view of their tremendous im-

2

portance to the Union advance.

Among the records there is not much concern expressed for the region

of the Chesapeake. Apparently, Confederate thinking was concentrated on

ms of defending from an overland attack. All preparations were made

to render a Union advance in that quarter a costly one. On January 17,

for example, Johnston received this advice from one of his subordinates.

If General McClellan advances, it will certainly be ir-

respective of our batteries; and if he cannot turn the

position at Centreville by crossing the Occoquan, he must

meet that part of your comand squarely, and I do not

doubt you will destroy him. If, however, you wish any

cooperation from my command, I can be with you at very

short notice, for we can march almost at a moment's

notice.3

The general strategic considerations which gave rise to the President' 8

Iar Order were not the only military matters with which Lincoln concerned

himself. One thing which particularly vexed him and went a long way to

persuade him that lcClellan lacked a fighting heart was the presence, through-

out the winter of 1861-1862, of Confederate artillery mounted along the south

bank of the Potomac below Washington. These batteries had gone into posi-

tion shortly after the Union repulse at Bull Run and were placed with the

view to intercepting water transportation up the Potomac into lashington.

I I533” 957s

2 1613., 963.

3 "3m., 1035.
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To Lincoln they served as a constant insult and a reminder to all observers,

both foreign and domestic, that the sway of the Federal government did not

hold over an entire nation. He began to think of how he could dew these

positions to the Southerners.

McClellan had anticipated the erection of such batteries, but at first

assumed that they would be established as a prelude to a Confederate of-

fensive into Maryland. On August 12, 1861, he had requested naval forces

to be assigned in the Potomac to help prevent such an attack.1 On Sep-

tember 27, 1861, he ordered the Chief-Engineer of the Am, J. G. Barnard,

to reconnoiter down the Potomac to determine what positions the enenw had

occupied and which he might be expected to occupy, and to recommend pos-

sible countermeasures. Barnard found that there were a large number of

possible sites for establishing batteries which could possibly intercept

Union water traffic and that some guns had already been established, but

that the only place from which intercepting fire might truly be effective

was at lathias _Point. His conclusion, based on his observations, was that

the establishment of some batteries might be prevented but that in general

nothing could dew intercepting fire from some places along the river ex-

cept a general offensive which would place command of the entire south

bank in the hands of" Federal troops. The North could no more prevent Con-

federate batteries appearing along the Potomac than the South could prevent

Union defenses at Arlington and Alexandria. In view of these conclusions, .

he recommended that until the eneny proved itself able to molest seriously

I McCIeIEn, Heart, llO.
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navigation of the Potomac nothing should be done except counter-battery.

fire against those few places within range of shore batteries.1

hiring the succeeding weeks, the Union commanders on the north side

of the Potomac observed the establishment of new batteries opposite than.

Nothing much was done to stop their firing, since the results sessed high-

ly ineffective. By October 27, the threat to Maryland which McClellan had

feared had largely dissipated, and so the only real reason to attempt major

counter-battery fire or an invasion would be to open the river to shipping.2

Hooker, commanding the division Opposite the Confederate gun positions, re-

ported that as the Confederates were establishing more new batteries on the

opposite shore, he must assume that they planned on remaining on the defen-

sive.3 On October 30, Hooker reported the enemy still busy. He was satis-

fied “that it will require an immense expenditure of time, labor, and ma-

terial to silence the batteries now erected by the rebels to dispute the

navigation of the Potomac at this point, and, if my opinion were asked,

would not advise it."h On November h, Hooker reported the enenw to have

forces superior to his own, but by the 8th he reported a reduction in the

rebel force, as though the Confederate leaders were anticipating a Union

river crossing. Throughout this period of watchful waiting, Hooker sent

back reports to the effect that ships were able to move up and down the

river with relative impunity, since the Southern fire was highly inaccurate.

I OIEICe ”Co, I 881's, V, 607-608e

2 “Inc., 335.

3 MO, 6320

1} I533” 63he
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On January 12, 1862, for example, he reported that during his stay in the

region, the batteries had fired not less than 5,000 rounds of ammunition

with only one hit and it not fatal to the struck vessel.l

Sometime in middle January, in response to constant urging by the

President, tentative plans for an attack against the batteries were made.

Hooker made a proposal involving a method of attacking the enemy with the

primary object of destroying the batteries and giving the Union people free

access to the river.2 By February 15, Hooker was about reach to begin his

attack, although he had to postpone it somewhat in order to secure the co-

operation of the naval forces operating in the Potomac .3 On the 20th, he

reported he had the means to accomplish his attack, but on February 27,

Chief of Staff Marcy was ordered by McClellan to revoke Hooker's authority

for the attack, since Lincoln had agreed to McClellan's general scheme of

enveloment. his subsequent withdrawal of the Confederate forces from the

south bank of the Potomac when the position at Manassas was evacuated vin-

dicated McClellan's early decision not to molest the batteries. Lincoln,

however, still. remained vitally concerned about the batteries and in his

General Order No. 3 be specifically instructed the reduction of those

places before active operations were undertaken elsewhere} It is inter-

esting that this order was published on the very day the Confederate

forces evacuated the area.

Having tried his hand at ordering grand strategy and at forcing plans

I 1513., 698.

2 1513., 709

3 IbRO’ 722.7230

1‘ 11110013, Iorks’ VII, 11.80
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for tactical operations, Lincoln next turned to the command structure of

the Arm of the Potomac. McClellan, it will be recalled, had found the

army consisting only of brigades and had to force, over the objections of

Scott, a reorganisation into divisions. mass units he believed would be

of sufficient size for training and for early operations. After the any

had taken the field and divisional commanders had had an Opportunity to

demonstrate fitness for high command, McClellan planned on creating any

corps and assigning the best generals to those large tactical units.

Lincoln, however, was of the opinion that the corps structure should be

created before the arnw left the defenses of Washington. His opinion was

strengthened by those of a number of generals with whom he talked during

McClellan's illness and by those of the members of the Joint Committee on

the Conduct of the War. It was the firm belief of these political gentle-

men that HcClellan wanted to wait and place certain of his pets in these

responsible command positions, none of whom were “right" on the slavery

question in the eyes of the radicals. To prevent this disaster, Lincoln

was encouraged to create any corps and to place in command of than men

who could be trusted. Finally, on larch 8, Lincoln acted by publishing

the President's War Order No. 2. According to its terms, HoClellan was

to create four any corps and to assign Generals McDowell, Sumner,

Heintselman, and [eyes to command of them. He was to leave the defenses

of Washington to James S. Wadsworth, a political general of good Republi-

can faith, and the Shenandoah Valley to the New Englander, N. P. Banks.

 

1 Lincoln, Works, VII, 116-117.
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Lincoln had every constitutional right to order this structure for

the any, but having exercised it, he must bear the full responsibility

of its effects. It was a definite slap in the face to McClellan, for it

took out of his hands an essential prerogative of command. In addition,

it saddled McClellan with senior commanders whose decisions were to be

crucial in the months ahead. In a very real sense, Lincoln must share

with McClellan full responsibility for the decision not to continue the

attack on the Confederate left at Antietam, for it was Sumner who was the

senior officer on the field and it was his recomendation to break off

the fight. But such matters must come out in their proper sequence.

Possibly Lincoln finally became convinced of the need to override

McClellan's objections to a corps organization because of apparent mis-

handling of an operation in the vicinity of Harpers Ferry by the commander-

in-chief. Certainly 11‘ Lincoln had begun to entertain serious doubts as to

McClellan's real fitness for command, a cursory examination of the events

of the Union offensive into Virginia via Harpers Ferry in late February

would have strengthened such doubts.

The Shenandoah Valley gave Lincoln almost as much concern as did the

batteries along the Potomac. . From positions in this valley, Confederate

troops could vitally influence or even control the main stem of the Balti-

more and Ohio railroad, and as it was the principle artery connecting Wash-

ington with the West, political leaders believed that every effort should

be expended to clear the valley of the enenw. In addition, Lincoln could

not forget that Johnston had come out of the valley in order to turn the

tide at Bull Run. Further, the rich Shenandoah was a granary supplying

not only the troops in it, but most of the troops defending Richmond as
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well. It was a veritable highway along which Confederates could aim

thrusts at Washington. Lincoln was therefore anxious that the abortive

offensive begun by the aged Patterson in July should be resumed as soon

as possible.

On October 28, the Confederate commander at Manassas Junction ordered

General '1‘. J. Jackson to Winchester in the Shenandoah to assume command of

that district. By the middle of November, Jackson had accumulated a force

of about ten thousand men, including the troops of his own "Stonewall"

Brigade. Although during that winter Jackson's only movanent of note had

been an offensive against Bath and Romney, to destroy the Baltimore and

Ohio tracks and a dam or two near Hancock on the Chesapeake and Ohio, the

presence of his force was a major werry to Lincoln.1

To guard against the threat of Jackson and, if possible, to keep his

force off balance, Union forces under Banks were stationed on the Maryland

side with headquarters at Frederick, Maryland. At the insistence of Lin-

coln, throughout the fall of 1861 plans and counterplans were developed for

a Union invasion of Virginia launched from Harpers Ferry and designed to

clear the Shenandoah sufficiently to restore through traffic over the

Baltimore and Ohio tracks. On December 7 Banks reported his division as

recovering from illnesses which had plagued it earlier but that the open-

ing of the railway was a feasible project which would require use of the

entire division. Although at Harpers Ferry the Potomac was about 600 feet

wide, with both banks extremely difficult of access, the river about a mile

""T—"—_§.& .19, n, 282.
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upstream from Harpers Ferry appeared more accommodating. An officer of

McClellan's staff reported that he believed a number of boats could be

accumulated in a canal running from the Maryland side into the river.

Whenever the army was ready to begin its offensive, these flatboats could

be brought into the Potomac by means of locks in the canal. These boats

then could serve as the foundation for a bridge across into Virginia suf-

ficiently large to enable a large size force to be moved quickly into

Virginia. If a large force were concentrated in Virginia very shortly

after creation of the bridge, a major offensive might be undertaken a-

gainst Jackson.

Although such an idea sounded plausible, McClellan was not convinced

that am major effort should be made until the entire Arm of the Potomac

headed south. His thinking in this respect was considerably influenced by

Banks, who was in a position to assess properly the possibilities of suc-

cess. Although Banks had at first been in favor of a divisional offensive

from Harpers Ferry, he gradually altered his opinion.

I am clearly of the opinion that it is impractical to

reconstruct the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad while the

enenw holds possession of all the country south of its

line. He must be expelled either by a decisive contest

on this line or on that in front of Washington. More

recent events have led me to believe that he 11 re-

sist the reconstruction with all his power.

In spite of such evidence as that presented by Banks as to the diffi-

culty of the undertaking, McClellan was constantly urged to carry out the

offensive. The President's War Order No. 1 had been issued and both Lincoln

and Stanton pressed the commanding general to move. To their pleas for

I 022100 3920, 1 881‘s, Va, 701;.
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offensives in the Shenandoah Valley, along the lower Potomac, and against

Manassas, McClellsn's answer was always the same. Offensives could be

undertaken in arm of the proposed sectors, but cleaning out the batteries

on the south side of the Potomac or opening the Baltim0re and Ohio railroad

only would be temporary in their effects unless sufficient force were con-

centrated in either area to prevent the Confederates from restoring their

fortunes by carrying'on the same sort of activities elsewhere.1 Such a ;

concentration of force could not intelligently be made if the major com-

mitments of the any were to be filled.

Lincoln, however, was adamant in his demands, and in February ordered

McClellan to attmpt to restore the railroad. McClellan and Banks confer-

red on plans to accomplish the mission, which involved preparing troops in

and around Washington to move through Harpers Ferry to exploit the crossing

as soon as sufficient bridging was in. Banks' troops were to cross the

river by pontoon bridges and occupy Loudoun Heights on the Virginia shore.

is soon as they were sufficiently supplied to cover more elaborate opera-

tions the canal boat bridge would be erected. The railroad company would

then begin work on the permanent structure.2 Banks' entire command would

move on the Charlestown road to occupy Winchester, since it was believed

that Jackson would withdraw from that place to Richmnd or Hanassas.3

McClellan reluctantly approved the attempt.

McClellan wanted to observe the initial bridge crossings, but before

leaving for Harpers Ferry to do so, he warned Lincoln that the river might

I McCIeIlZn, Re ort 113.
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prove too formidable an obstacle. If that were true, then he would place

only enough troops on the Virginia shore to cover the railroad workers

who would rebuild the railroad bridge at their leisure. Only after that

work was completed could the move toward Winchester be undertaken.1 On

February 26, then, the engineer troops began their work. A group of men

would erect a wooden abutment on the shore. Another group would row a

scow upstream, moor it, then let it drift down opposite the abutment.

Planks were then put on from the abutment to the scow which served as a

new abutment for the next scow. This process was carried on until the

bridge stretched clear to the Virginia shore. A long cable was then

stretched from shore to shore and the upper end of each scow was attached

to the cable. Once the bridge was completed, troops were marched across

under some rifle fire from the hills beyond, but the Union troops soon

eliminated this menace.2

By 10:20 on the night of the 26th, McClellan was able to report to

the anxious Stanton that the initial step had been taken and there were

about 8,500 troops on the Virginia side. Loudoun, Bolivar and Maryland

Heights had all been seized, and preparations were in progress for putting

up the larger bridge the next day.3 This optimistic report, however, was

spoiled the following day when McClellan reported the sad news that the

lift locks in the canal were too small for the especially-prepared canal

boats to be put into the Potomac for use in the bridge. All troop move-

ments dependent upon the early completion of the major bridge were cancelled

I McEIeIEn, Re rt, 113.

2 2e 8: £0, II, “1560

3 Offic. file-O, 1 ser., V, 7270





156

and McClellan took steps to secure what ground he had gained with the troops

already south of the river. HoClellau's statement assigns railroad employees,

his engineer officers and finally himself responsibility for the blunder of

building boats too large:

It had always been represented to the engineers by the military

railroad employees and others that the lock was large enough, and,

the difference being too small to be detected-by the eye1 no one

had thought of measuring it or suspected any difficulty.

All this, of course, was deeply disappointing to Lincoln. Through

Stanton he» inquired as to just what McClellan proposed doing with the trOOps

he had crossed. McClellan replied that he prOposed to occupy Charlestown

and Bunker Hill to cover the rebuilding of the railroad. With the narrow

pontoon bridge itwas impossible to supply a large enough force to make a

successful move on Winchester. In view of other projected operations, Mc-

Clellan was unwilling to attempt more. Having made sure that his limited

gains were secure, the commanding general returned to Washington to placate

the irate President and Secretary of War. He presented a brief note to

Stanton and was assured that the President. would be satisfied with all that

had been done.2

Lincoln's assumption of command, which he was not to relinquish during

the reminder of McClellan's service with the Anny of the Potomac, had re-

sulted in no successes but had created an environment of confusion and ill

feeling which were to have serious repercussions as the campaigns of 1862

wore on. His first general war order and the special war order had resulted

in no movement whatsoever. His insistence, against sound military advice to

 

"Tn‘cc‘I'IEne, 92 Story, 193.

2 McClellan, Heart, t 5.
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the contrary, upon an offensive against the lower Potomac ended in no

action. His plan for an invasion of the Shenandoah Valley resulted in

nothing concrete although he certainly was not completely to blame for

the fiasco of bad planning involved.

McClellan, however, must be assigned considerable blame for these

ventures failing. Ill-advised as it was, the President's War Order No. l

was a legal order from a commanding officer to a subordinate. The sub-

ordinate, if the theory which binds military practice was to hold, should

have obeyed or else resigned his position in favor of someone who could

execute the President's orders. The same sort of analysis can be made for

the orders to clear the south bank of the Potomac. Once McClellan's ob-

jections to the plan had been given to Lincoln, the general's responsibili-

ties were shifted to the President. If he persisted in asking for an of-

fensive, McClellan should have made the effort. '

'lhe invasion of Virginia places McClellan in an even poorer light.

Not only was he slow about executing the President's orders; he failed

in an essential detail of command, i.e., that of checking on those small

but crucial factors which spell the difference between military success

and failure. The fact that boats were too large to go through a canal locks

is the sort of detail which in most situations can be left to staff officers

to handle. When an entire campaign, however, hinges upon getting boats

through, the commanding general should have done some personal checking—-

especially when the general was an engineer officer to begin with. Once

the major plan failed, however, McClellan's decisions were sound in turning

it into a limited action and giving his entire attention to the major spring

offensive.





CHAPTER VII

ORDERS, COUNTERORDEBS, AND DISORDERS

Lincoln's first major excursion into technical military comand re-

sulted in absolutely nothing happening save written exchanges of views

with McClellan and a growing conviction in the President's and general's

minds that the other could not quite be trusted. Lincoln became more and

more attentive to the appeals of Stanton and the Joint Committee, and Mc-

Clellm became convinced that Stanton represented an insidious force which

had come between himself and Lincoln. The general's letters home during

this period reflect the bitterness he felt toward the politicians and he

kept more and more his own counsels, thus restimulating Lincoln's suspicions

of him.

his coolness between the two was made intensely clear by an episode

occurring as an aftennath of the Harpers Ferry debacle. Early on the

morning. of March 8, the President sent for McClellan. (No longer did lin-

coln call at the general's house as had been his custom earlier.) Lincoln

wanted to talk, he said, about "a very ugly matter.“ He said that he had

heard that McClellan's plan of campaign, i.e., to move the am via water

to some place on the Confederate flank, was specifically designed to Open

Washington to capture by the Southern armies.

McClellan was thunderstruck by this declaration. He jumped from his

chair and insisted that Lincoln "take back” the statement he had just made.

No one, claimed McClellan, could use the word treason in connection with

his name. Lincoln became considerably agitated at this explosion and pro-

tested that he did not for a moment believe such a story, but that he was
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only repeating what he had heard. McClellan then cautioned the President

of the United States that in the future he should be more careful in his

choice of language in talking to or about the commander of the army.1

This sordid little story is at once a commentary upon the estrange-

ment between the chief of state and his principle military officer, and

a comentary upon the times in which these men had to operate. They were

times of hysterical hatreds. Men were labeled as traitors because of lack

of allegiance to a political party, to a nation, or to a man. Some men

would rather sacrifice an any or even the republic in order to uphold an

abstract principle such as that involved in the abolitionist credo. In

being willing to do such things, men were equally willing to see similar

motives in others. It was McClellan's misfortune to be the victim of such

bitter suspicions.

On the other side of the battle lines, decisions were being made by

the Confederates which were to precipitate finally an offensive move by the

Army of the Potomac. Jefferson Davis had at last realized the difficult

position General Johnston occupied at Manassas Junction and had sanctioned

a withdrawal of the arm to the line of the Rappahannock whenever Johnston

' believed such a move to be desirable and expedient. He cautioned Johnston,

however, that if a retreat were ordered, every effort should be made to

save the large supplies of food, forage, and heavy weapons which had been

accumulated at Manassas Junction. Johnston was unable to comply with Davis'

precaution because the mudcv roads which kept McClellan from attacking also

I McClellan, 953 Sto , 196.
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prevented the Confederates moving equipment and long supply trains. To-

ward the last of February Johnston noted increased Federal activity. The

abortive attempt at Harpers Ferry and the probing of Hooker's guns along

the lower Potomac were interpreted as evidence of an early offensive which

either would force Jackson to retreat up the Shenandoah Valley or drive in

the defenses from the Potomac to the line of the Occoquan. Either eventu-

ality would result in making the position at Manassas untenable. In view

of these considerations, Johnston alerted his command and on March 8 began

a very poorly organized and conducted withdrawal from the Manassas Junction

-Centreville area and from the posts along the lower Potomac.

Thus McClellan's developing power in the form of the Any of the Po-

tomac had accomplished one of Lincoln' 8 primary objectives without blood-

shed. The public and the politicians, however, were not impressed. They

saw in the retreat only the fact that the Confederates were getting away

without a battle. When it was subsequently found that parts of Johnston' s

positions were guarded by logs arranged to resemble cannon called ”Quaker

guns", enemies of McClellan became more convinced that the general was too

prone to be overawed by the Confederates where no danger actually existed.

Generals in the twentieth century are more fortunate in having a sophisti-

cated public 'Opinion trained to realize the effectiveness of camouflage.

The records of World War II do not reveal that Field Marshal Von Rundstedt

suffered any great loss of prestige because he kept a complete German Army I

imobilized in the £93 93 93131 area because of fear of a second landing

by an actually non-existent First United States Army Group.
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News of Johnston's withdrawal reached McClellan very quickly and he

at once undertook one of the strangest and most discussed movements of

the war. He at once ordered a march directly south from Washington for

Manassas. Critics of the general have variously interpreted the move as

evidence that llcClellan actually had no plan, acting entirely in terms of

expediency, or that it was a ruse to avoid compliance with Lincoln's orders

creating army corps. McClellan's own explanation was that he was at that

time working on the details of moving the any by water. is transportation

was not yet available, he believed the enemy evacuation of Manassas pre-

sented him with an opportunity for a shakedown march to get rid of unneces—

sary equipment and to toughen his troops. He stated later that he believed

he had ample time to make the march and to get his troops to the Potomac

in time to meet their transports.

The movement, however, can only be considered and evaluated in the

light of certain other developments taking place at the same time. At

the same meeting at which Lincoln mentioned the treason charge to McClel-

lan, he also renewed expressions of his dissatisfaction at the failure of

Harpers Ferry offensive to develop:l McClellan tried to justify all that

was done and to explain what was not done, pointing out that the Secretary

of tar had previously assured him that Lincoln had been satisfied. He left

Lincoln, believing that he had really satisfied the President, and went di-

rectly to a planning meeting of division commanders. Shortly after McClel-

Ian's visit on the 8th, Lincoln issued the President's General War Order

No. 2, referred to above, directing the commanding general to organize that

part of the Any of the Potomac about to enter active operations into four

Mc e , Report, 116.
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any corps. Later the same day there appeared President's General War

Order No. 3 providing that no change of base of operations should be at-

tempted without first leaving Washington secure. It further specified

that no more than two arny corps (about 50,000 men) should be moved to

arm new base of Operations until the navigation of the lower Potomac had

been made possible by driving off the Confederate batteries located on the

south bank. The arm and the navy were ordered to cooperate in this venture.

McClellan was further ordered to begin his advance not later than March 18.1

On this same March 8, the reconditioned ironclad ship Merrimac appeared

off 01d Point Comfort and attacked the Federal squadron, destroying three

Union ships during its day of glory. The alarm of the Nerth, in places

reaching panic proportions, was somewhat quieted when the following dw

the ”Yankee Cheese Box on a Raft" called the Monitor fought the garg-

21°. to a draw, sending her at day's end back to her moorings, from which

she never again ventured.2

Early on March 9, McClellan began to receive intelligence to the ef-

fect that Johnston was withdrawing his troops from their advanced positions

along the upper Potomac, at Centreville—Manassas and along the lower Po-

tomac. Late that evening, orders were issued for a general movement of the

entire Union arny in the direction of Manassas Junction. At the same time

he issued these orders, McClellan notified the Secretary of War that the

execution of the order involving any corps would have to be delayed. Stan-r

ton at first refused authority for such delay, but after McClellan cited the

I 61216. fieCO, 1 ser., V, 50.
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need for prompt movement, and promised to execute the order as soon as

Manassas Junction had been reached, the Secretary of War approved.1

On the morning of the 10th, the long lines of blue clad troops swung

over the Long Bridge, passed the forts commanding the bridge on the Vir-

ginia side and plunged into a veritable sea of mud. All that day the troops

plodded on. About four the following afternoon, the main elements of infan-

try reached Manassas Junction and then began the march back to Washington in

a heavy downpour of rain. On the 12th they arrived back in Washington ready

for embarkation.

In the absence of arm contrary evidence, it must be assumed that Mc-

Clellan's reasons for making this march were as he stated them. That is,

such a march gave him time to shake the kinks out of the troops long used

to the conveniences of post life especially since his water movement need

not be delayed by such a movement. Further, it just might have been pos-

sible to have thrown a retreating enemy off balance if a strike at him were

delivered quickly enough. Of course, the mud prevented this but had faster

progress beam made it is possible that a profitable offensive might have

developed in the vicinity of Manassas. This last factor is of sufficient

importance to have warranted failing to execute the President's order con-

cerning corps organization.

Lincoln's order restricting the size of McClellan's invasion troops

can be viewed only as another example of ill advised presidential use of

authority. Lincoln at no time favored the water route to Richmand. He '

I e, e
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repeatedly raised objections to it and at the same time made every facility

possible should McClellan shift to a plan involving an overland attack.

Certainly, limiting the troops to 50,000 was virtually the same as cancel-

ling authority for the move.

In spite of such obvious reluctance on the part of Lincoln and Stan-

ton to approve an offensive involving a change of base, McClellan persisted

in planning it. Quite possibly he believed that since the conditions which

had existed at the time Lincoln issued his order regarding a change of base

no longer existed, his entire arm might be landed some place nearer the

Confederate capital. At any rate, McClellan recalled the main bom of his

arm to the vicinity of Alexandria, leaving a part of Sumner's corps at

Manassas to hold that place. Strong reconnaissances under General Howard

were dispatched in the direction of the Rappahannock bridge which was clear-

ed of the enem. ,It was, however, destroyed by the retreating Confederates.1

Thus by that date the line of the Rappahannock-Manassas Gap railroad was

free from the menace by large bodies of the memo

On March 13 McClellan held a council of war at Fairfax Courthouse to

discuss future operations in the light of Lincoln's war order of the 8th.

Corps comanders approved in principle an offensive to be directed up the

peninsula from Fort Monroe, provided:

1. That the enem's vessel, Merrimac, could be neutralized.

2. That means of transportation sufficient for an immediate

transfer of the force to its new base could be ready at

Washington and Alexandria, to move down the Potomac.

I MCCIEEn, Re rt, 12?.
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3. That a naval auxiliary force could be had to silence, or

aid in silencing the enemy's batteries on the York River.

b. That the force to be left to cover washington should be

such as to give an entire feeling of security for its

safety'from.menace.

If those qualifications could not be met, the generals recommended that

an overland offensive should be mounted. In the opinion of three of the

corps commanders, a covering force for'Washington of 25,000 men would be

sufficient to give Lincoln the security he desired for the capital. Sump

ner held out for h0,000.

The report of this meeting was forwarded to Whehington and elicited

a most interesting reply from Stanton:

The President, having considered the plan of Operations

agreed upon by yourself and the commanders of army corps,

makes no objection to the same, but gives the following

directions as to its execution:

1st. Leave such force at Manassas Junction as shall make

it entirely certain that the enemy shall not repossess

himself of that position and line of communication.

2nd. Leave washington entirely secure.

3rd. Move the remainder of the force down the Potomac-

choosing a new base at Fortress Monroe, or anywhere be-

tween here and there; or at all events move such remainder1

of the army at once in pursuit of the enemy by some route.

It should.be noticed that no approval was givens-only a passive "no objec-

tion." It should also be noticed that strict compliance with paragraphs

2 and 3 would.have involved immobilizing the entire army, since that'would‘

have been the only way of insuring that the enemy did not repossess the

place. Now, of course, Lincoln did not intend tying the.Anmy of the Potomac

 



166

to one spot. The point is that anything less than use of the full army

there involved some degree of chance. McClellan, as we shall see, inter-

preted the possible movements of the enemy differently from the way in

which Lincoln and Stanton did. McClellan minimized the dangers of a pos-

sible Confederate attack on the capital, while Lincoln tended to maximize

those dangers. McClellan was willing to act on the basis of his inter-

pretation, and, Lincoln did act on the basis of his.

Once approval of the plan, albeit grudgingly given, was obtained,

McClellan proceeded to implement it. He ordered General Banks to post his

command in the vicinity of’Manassas in strongly entrenched positions. He

'was to rebuild the railroad from Manassas to‘Hashington and from Manassas

to Strasburg. When that work was completed, he was instructed to secure

it by means of strong detachments at various strategic points such as the

point where the railroad crossed the Shenandoah River. Grand guards or

strong centers of resistance were to be established at'Warrenton Junction

or'Harrenton itself, and block houses were to be built at all bridges.

Cavalry was to be employed in vigorous scouting. 0n the same date, he noti-

fied General J. S.'Wadsworth, who had been assigned to command of the mili-

tary district of washington, D. C., of the limits of that officer's command.

He was to send to the south of the Potomac all troops not needed for police

and garrison duty in and around'washington. He was ordered to maintain the

l .

repair of the ferts and to insure the training of the troops.

I “001611“; Reeort, 125-1320
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Jackson had been operating with an under-strength Confederate di-

vision in the Shenandoah during the winter and.spring of 1861. His com?

mand had.been so reduced during those months that he actually did not

have the trOOps necessary to defend his district. At his headquarters

up the valley he learned that Banks had begun to withdraw from the Shenan-

doah in order to take up defensive positions at Manassas. Jackson re-

solved to stop this maneuver by a strong demonstration against the town

of Winchester, then occupied by Shields with a fairly substantial ferce.

On the 23rd of'March he occupied a ridge near Kernstown about four miles

to the south of Winchester. Shields promptly attacked and after several

hours of bitter fighting forced the Confederates to withdraw toward Swift

Run Gap.1

While these events were transpiring in the valley, the troops under

Sumner near Manassas were not inactive. On the thh, McClellan sent a

rather vague telegram to Sumner asking if he could handle the logistics

of a.march on toward‘warrenton. Sumner misinterpreted this question as

being an order to move toward‘Warrenton and began the execution of the

order. When he wired for confirmation he was told to stay at Warrenton,

from which place he would be relieved to return to‘Washington prior to

embarkation.2 By the 29th, Sumner had taken'warrenton Junction and was

pressing on‘Warrenton itself. At this point he was infermed that Alber-

crombie's brigade of Banks' division was nearing‘warrenton and that when

it should arrive, Blenker's German division should be sent back to

 

1 Bo &. E.) II, 283”28h0
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1

Washington. This small element of Banks' total command was all that was

available for the defense of the region around Manassas Junction, since

Banks himself had to remain in the Shenandoah until the threat posed by

2

Jackson's attack of the 23rd had been met. To make up the deficiency

in troops at Manassas and Warrenton, McClellan ordered h,OOO troops from

the defenses of Washington proper to Manassas as well as three regiments

3

which previously had been on railroad guard duty under General Dix.

McClellan had thus been able to maintain his strength in the two re-

gions which posed any general threat to Washington and at the same time

had continued the marshalling of units for shipment to the peninsula.

However, on March 31, 1862, President Lincoln felt obliged to order Blenker's

German‘division away from Sumner's corps and the hm of the Potomac in order

that it might be assigned to General Fremont. This development made neces-

sary some re-shuffling of units. In seeking clarification before actually

altering his plans, McClellan was infomed by Stanton that:

The order in respect to Blenker is not designed to

hinder or delay the movement of Richardson or any

other force. He can remain wherever you desire him

as long as required for your movements, and in any

position you desire. The order is simply to place

him in position for reinforcing Fremont as soon as

your dispositions will permit, and he may go to

Harpers Ferry, by such route and at such time, as you

shall direct—state your own wishes £8 to the move-

ment—when and how it shall be made.

Armed with this authority, McClellan could write to Banks on the lat _

of April that Blenker had been ordered to Strasburg but could operate under

 

1 Ibid., 148.
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Banks' orders as long as needed. In this same letter he indicated that

it was not likely that Johnston would reinforce Jackson; hence Banks'

mission was to throw Jackson back down the valley as far as possible and

then insure that he did not return. With Blenker's division Banks had

sufficient troops with which to accomplish his mission and thus the path

of the gravest danger to Washington was closed to Confederate invasion.

Further disposition of Banks' force was not decided upon since McClellan

fully expected to retain the valley under his command, hence could make

decisions as the need for them developed.l

Believing that his dispositions of troops and his provisions for the

fortifying of Manassas Junction were sufficient to guarantee a reasonable

safety to'Washington, McClellan.wrote to the Adjutant General of the state

of things. 'In this report he listed the following as being involved in the

defenses of the government:

General Dix for the defense of Baltimore -- 5,OOO

Garrisons of the forts around Washington -- 10,000

Other troops under General Wadsworth -- 11,1400

Guarding railroads in Maryland -- 3,359

General Abercrombie at Warrenton -- 7,780 12 pieces of

artillery

Troops now in the state awaiting ship-

ment to Washington -- 3,500

Troops to remain on the lower Potomac ‘ -- 1,350

Troops in the Shenandoah including Blenker - 35.h67

Field guns with horses and equipment in q 2

Washington — 32

In addition to these troops McClellan also considered that launching

an attack at Richmond possessed 'a tremendous defensive value. That attack

 

1 Ibid.—, 138.
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would have the effect of drawing every available person to the defenses

of Davis' capital. The only purpose troops such as those of Jackson

could serve would be to draw the attention of those who otherwise might

be on the peninsula. McClellan believed that once the offensive against

Richmond began the valley threat would disappear, for Jackson's forces

would be recalled to ward off the main Union threat. Coupled with all

this was the fact that the defenses of Washington were strong and the

fact that the danger of a threat from Manassas Just was not real. Johnston

had moved too completely to be coming back very soon.

The Confederate General Imboden, in writing of Jackson's Shenandoah

campaign, claimed that Johnston could actually give no aid to Jackson

in the valley since all troops had to be kept between the Union attack

and Richmond. In fact, the only salvation for the Confederacy lay in

Jackson being able to hold back Fremont, Banks, and McDowell long enough

to allow Johnston to try swords with McClellan before McClellan was re-

inforced.l ' '

On April 2, 1862, Stanton appointed Generals Thomas and Hitchcock

to examine certain papers and to report to him if the President's War

Order No. 3 (referred to above) had been complied with insofar as the de-

fenses of Washington were concerned. The documents they were to consider

were the War Order, the Report of the meeting of corps commanders at Fair-

fax Courthouse on March 13, General McClellan's report of April 1, 1862 on.

the defenses of Washington, and a complaint of General Wadsworth dated

 

l _B_. a 32‘; II, 285.
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April 2, 1862 that he only had 19,022 men available for the defense of

‘Washington. This two-man board within_thg dgy reached the conclusion

that in terms of the agreement between the corps commanders the troops

for the defense of'Washington were inadequate. On the basis of the findr

ings and recommendations of this board, Lincoln issued an order on.April 3

requiring that either the corps of McDowell or the corps of Sumner remain

in front of‘Washington.1

That the board's recommendations were invalid appears from the most

casual inspection of their work. It was required to peruse certain docup
 

22232.3“d from the evidence contained in them decide a most grave question.

On April 2, 1862, MCCIellan reported that there were 55,000 men available

for the defenses of'Washington exclusive of‘Wadsworth's troops in'Washington.

On the same date, Wadsworth reported only 19,022 men for the defenses of the

city. The board of officers made no attempt to determine which statement

'was true. ‘wadsworth's complaint was accepted and Lincoln's subsequent action

given a quasieprofessional'basis. -

There are two major kinds of offensive Operations in war, either one

of which may be successfully employed and each of which has had highly compe-

tent preponents throughout the history of warfare. One tape is the setapiece

offensive which depends upon all details of the attack to be worked out in

advance and the means to accomplish the attack all available beforehand.

During the preparatory phases, generals engineering such offensives are re?

luctant to see any minor actions undertaken which might upset the grand de-

sign. A recent example of a successful general employing the setepiece

I Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XI, III, 57-65.
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offensive was that of Sir Bernard Laws Montgomery who commanded the British

troops in North Africa and again in Northwest Europe during World War II.

His passion for tidiness on a battlefield was incomprehensible to American

leaders, but Montgomery did accomplish missions. At the time of the Ger-

man counter-offensive in December, 19141;, Montgomery was assigned the com-

mand of the northern flank Opposing the German penetration. He kept many

units out of the fight during the first hectic days so that his "adminis-

trative taila could be tidied and he could prepare a major counter thrust.

His actions contrasted strongly with the allied troops on the southern

flank under the command of the American General Omar Bradley, whose of-

fensive instrument was the tank expert, George Patton. Patton accomplish-

ed his mission of withdrawing divisions from his own front, shifting them '

north and attacking them against the German penetration as quickly as in-

dividual units reached the zone of battle. Actual-battle had thus been

going on for some days before Patton had enough people to work out a can-

prehensive method for using his corps. McClellan and Montgomery, in retro-

spect, had much in common and in no place is this similarity as clearly

demonstrated as in the move to the peninsula in the spring of 1862. Mc-

Clellan had in mind a set-piece offensive and was unwilling to have major

operations undertaken until all elements were ready to act simultaneously.

This unwillingness to act with less than his full am, of course, did not

endear him to the political figures in Washington who were under such pres-

sure from publ ic opinion for quick returns on the investment in men, guns,

uniforms, and thehlike. This fear of McClellan's total philosophy of war

was another factor responsible for Lincoln's constant interfering in the
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plans of the Union commander to such an extent that the war as McClellan

visualized its prosecution could not be fought. Lincoln actually repre-

sented a military mentality similar to that of Patton. Both men could

-anticipate great returns from vigorous actions. Neither man could see

reason for another kind of war. Patton was not in a position to prevent

Montgomery from carrying on war in his own way. Lincoln was, however,

in a position to modify McClellan's techniques. Where he failed was in

not modifying them to the extent of relieving McClellan at once or in not

modifying them at all. Either McClellan's plan should have been tried in

its totality or Lincoln's ideas should have been completely implemented.

To compromise between the two brought none of the advantages of either

plan and all of the disadvantages.

The March 13 council of the corps commanders had approved offensive

operations on the peninsula between the York and the James Rivers from

Old Point Comfort toward Richmond provided certain conditions were met.

This decision was approved in principle by the President. In attempting

to meet the qualifications his corps commanders placed on the plan, and

since Johnston's withdrawal from Manassas Junction, McClellan abandoned

his original plan of moving to Urbana and adopted Fort Monroe as his base

0: operations. Since the southern batteries along the lower Potomac had

been withdrawn on March 8 and 9, he decided to embark the troops from

Alexandria rather than from Annapolis as had originally been planned.

McClellan at first planned tosend McDowell's corps first as a unit to be

landed four miles south of Yorktown in order to turn the southern positions

at Ship Point, Howard's Bridge, and Big Bethel. If that place proved inap-
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propriate, McDowell was to land on the GIOucester side of the York and

then to move on West Point.
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PLANS FOR MCDOWELL'S CORPS

This plan, however, had to be modified, since transportation was un-

available in sufficient quantity to move a corps at a time. It was then

decided to move divisions to Fort Monroe for concentration. As the units

moved from there up the peninsula, McDowell's corps would be reshipped to

accomplish its flanking mission. Implementing this plan, Hamilton's di-

vision embarked on March 17 with the following order.

You will, on your arrival at Fort Monroe, report to

General Wool, and request him to assign you ground

for camping your division. fan will remain at Fort

Monroe until further orders from General McClellan.

Should General Wool require the services of your

division in repelling an attack, you will obfy his

orders and use every effort to carry it out.

On the 22nd, Fitz John Porter's division was embarked and General Heinzel-

man ordered to accompany it with orders to move thepdivisions then at Fort

I 011100 R_e£o, 1 ser., XI, I, 5‘6.
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Monroe several miles out from that place. He was to push strong recon-

naissances toward Yorktown but was to make no important move until Mc-

Clellan arrived. The remaining troops, except McDowell's corps, were

«barked as quickly as transportation could be provided until April 1,

when McClellan himself and his forward headquarters embarked on the

steamer Commodore. He arrived at Fort Monroe the following day.1

During the last of March, McClellan and Lincoln were both vexed

by the troublesome relationship of command of a geographic area with

command of operational units. It will be recalled that McClellan had

been placed in command of the United States Law in place of Scott, who

was retired. At the same time, McClellan was retained in active command

of a field army. This action had some advantages, and some obvious dis-

advantages. By concentrating the command of the various departments under

one man, the active field armies were assured of a cooperative service of

supply. But by placing responsibility for the entire am on McClellan's

shoulders, the Army of the Potomac lost the personal leadership which had

been so influential in welding it into a fighting unit. In place of con-

centrating his energies on the one arm, McClellan had to plan for and

supervise the" operations and administration of units all over the country,

and all of this without the aid of a combined chief of staff group capable

of giving thoughtful advice. By leaving McClellan in command of a field

arm, -Lincoln tempted McClellan more than any man could withstand. There

is a tendency among military men to work unceasingly to increase the number

W7.
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of troops with which they must accomplish their missions. It is usually

expected that arm commanders will Offer very valid reasons wm their

units should be made stronger even at the expense of other commanders.

The extravagant claims for more men, guns and supplies made by McArthur

and Eisenhower during World War II are illustrative. Now, by making

McClellan the commander of the armies of the United States, Lincoln placed

upon him the responsibility for establishing balance between the various

zones of operations. In making him commander of one zone of Operation,

Lincoln placed McClellan in active competition with other commanders for

existing resources of men and supplies. Much of the difficulty experienc-

ed during the planning stages of the peninsular campaign was caused by this

duality of McClellan's position. Mam of the mooted questions concerning

that campaign can be explained only in terms of Lincoln or McClellan try-

ing to reconcile that duality.

On March 12, following the march of the arm to the recently evacuat-

ed Manassas Junction, McClellan was notified by telegraph by a member of

his headquarter's rear echelon that the President's War Order No. 3 dated

March 11 had been published. That order relieved McClellan from the com-

mand of all departments save that of the Potomac and of all troops save the

W of the Potomac. The last paragraph of that order required all depart-

ment cmanders to report directly to the Secretary of War.1 Thus the po-

litical leaders were placed in supreme, military command of the forces Of

the republic with no military man being assigned a sufficiently responsible

position to coordinate the affairs of the arm. The Department of the

I 012160335220, 1 ser., V, She
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Pctomac, as defined in General Order No. 15, August 17, 1861, included.the

whole of Maryland, Delaware, as well as'Washington, D. C.1 On February 1,

1862, General Order NO. 9 extended the Department of the Potomac to include

Pennsylvania and.New Jersey.2 Now the region around FOrtress Monroe had

always been a questionable area. On.November l, 1861, Lincoln notified

McClellan Of the general's appointment to command of all of the armies

of the nation with a P.S. to the effect that‘WOol's command should be ex-

cepted from.the command assigned to McClellan.3 When the Army of the PO-

tomac began to move to that region, McClellan found that dealing with a-

nother independent commander about such things as a base Of operations

was not the most successful undertaking possible. is early as March 18,

Stanton had notified Wbol of the movement and asked that he cooperate.

However, even the most cooperative persons cannot prevent vexatious inci-

dents. ‘WOol, acting in all good faith, denied landing facilities to ele-

ments of McClellan's command. To prevent a recurrence of such an event,

McClellan requested command responsibility for the Fort and.its environs,

which request was granted. Then, on April h, in the wake of the famous

order relieving MCDowell from the Army of the Potomac, two new departments

were created, the commanders of which were to report directly to the'War

Department. The Department of the Shenandoah was given to Banks and the

Department of the Rappahannock was given to McDowell. Fort Monroe and its

vicinity was placed under Wbol without reference to McClellan's command.

Thus, three days after his arrival on the peninsula, McClellan lost command

 

'1 Ibid., 567.

2 Ibid., 712.

3 McClellan, 9:3 Story, 200.
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over the territory through which his supplies and troops had to move. Now

this would not have been a particularly bad arrangement had some general

been appointed over both the commander of the field army and the commander

Of the zone of communications. Such, however, was not done. Wool and Mc-

Clellan had no common superior except the Secretary of War, who should

never have fit into the Operational chain of command at all. The command

structure of the American forces in Eur0pe during World War II makes much

better sense. General Eisenhower was chief of the field armies in his ca-

pacity as supreme commander Allied Expeditionary Forces and was the communi-

cations zone commander in his capacity as Commander of the United States

Forces in Europe.

An evaluation of whether or not McClellan left Washington, D. C. and

its environs adequately protected must be made in the light of the command

changes outlined above. The actual implementation of McClellan's defensive

system never took place. He was relieved of his responsibilities before he

could determine the ultimate disposition of Banks' troops in the Shenandoah,

or how to provide the needed covering forces at Manassas-Junction and Warren-

ton.

In addition to the various administrative activities incident to the

move to the peninsula, McClellan had other major worries. His staff was

not adept at the difficult job of embarking troops, and McClellan was forced

to give much personal attention to that work, especially in the initial '

1

stages. His corps commanders were as new to their duties as he was new

I OZfICO £220, 1 ser., XI, III, 100
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to employing corps organization, so he frequently resorted to exercising

command directly on division commanders and even on regimental commanders.

This habit seems to be characteristic of inexperienced men placed in imp

portant positions of command. They become so concerned with the precise

executiOn of their orders that they become involved.with the how of exe-

cution instead of restricting their attention to the more general aspects

of execution, i.e., the fact that something must be done by a certain time.

This weakness plagued McClellan throughout his period of active command.

He never learned to assign general Objectives to his corps commanders and

,then allow them to use their own devices to accomplish them. It has been

shown that to the other theater commanders he could and did issue general

orders, but he was too close to his own corps commanders to allow them

such prerogatives.

PriOr to his departure for the peninsula, Hooker had been ordered to

occupy the south bank of the Potomac. McClellan was required to give much

personal attention to this movement to prevent Hooker from becoming too

aggressive, with the danger of committing the army in the wrong zone. Sums

ner required the same sort of attention in his operations against warrenton

Junction. Even Fitz John Porter, the one person to whom McClellan confided

his plans, wanted to move too quickly after his arrival on the peninsula.

He made a reconnaissance in force in the direction of Big Bethel, finding

only a light cavalry picket. McClellan was Just a little put out at this.

for fear any premature movement might have lost the Union forces the element

1

of tactical surprise which McClellan felt was so essential.

I ___.I-bia., 112-2430
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McClellan boarded ship on April 1. On April 3 Lincoln issued a note

from the White House which has been one of the most controversial points

of the entire campaign:

The Secretary of'War will order that one or the other of

the corps of General McDowell and General Sumner remain

in front of‘Washington until further orders from the De-

partment, to Operate at or in the direction of’Manassas

Junction, or otherwise, as occasion may require, that the

other corps not so ordered to remain go forward to General

McClellan as speedily as possible; that General.McClellan

commence his forward movements from his new base at once,

and that such incidental modifications as the foregoing

may render prOper be also made.

On the hth, Adjutant General Thomas issued the necessary orders executing

the President's directive. The effects of this order on the campaign will

be shown. As to why the order was issued much has been written. Proponents

of McClellan have claimed that the order was part of a plot to cause the one

tire Operation to fail, thus discrediting McClellan and opening the way for

the accession of a radical general. This view must be discarded. The order

is perfectly explainable when one considers the frame of reference from which

Idncoln operated. He was unconvinced as to the wisdom Of the move to the

peninsula. He was subject to extreme political pressures to force an attack

and at the same time keep Washington defended. He had.nndertaken the study

of’military science and had actually undertaken, through his Secretary of

,‘War, the conduct of the war. In doing this he Opened himself to possible

examination by the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War with all the '

political dynamite that that involved. He had taken the steps which to

him were appropriate, i.e., asking officers to examine the defenses of

""T"Ib""'"'61d.,6.
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Washington, and when they suggested that the defenses were inadequate he

took direct steps to rectify the condition. He was at this point so con-

vinced that he was right that the thought of examining further into the

case Just did not appeal to him. McClellan would have to make the best

of the troops he had.



CHAPTER VIII

THE FIRST REAL TEST

From.its very inception, McClellan's plan of campaign seemed doomed

to failure. Even after leaving‘Washington with its countless intrigues,

the Army Of the Potomac was to feel the effects of the various anhmosi-

ties rampant in the capital. The first misfortune which befall, however,

‘was not Of the politicians' brewing. It was rather one of the misfortunes

of a war in which intelligence services were not yet perfected.

Upon arriving at Fort Monroe, McClellan found five divisions and a

separate brigade of infantry, some regiments of cavalry, and the army re-

serve Of artillery already disembarked. He also found that General Wool,

commander of Fort Monroe, had accumulated information concerning the to-

pography of the peninsula up which the army would be advancing and certain

intelligence concerning the defenses of the Confederate Army. In one re-

spect this information was grossly false, and this one respect was crucial

in McClellan's tactical planning. Wbol reported the'Warwick River as run-

ning parallel to the general line Of’march McClellan would fellow in his

advance on Richmond. Actually, however, the river crossed-the prOposed

line of march and served as a formidable defense almost across the entire

peninsula.1

McClellan is open to criticism for this failure of intelligence on

several grounds. Since he had engaged in open and bitter controversy with

the President over the proper zone of operations, McClellan should have
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given personal attention to obtaining and checking every scrap of infor-

mation about the region in which he was to fight. Detailing several of

the bright,young men.who adorned his headquarters to studying the last

campaign of the Revolutionary war might havegiven the commander of the

Union forces a much better picture of what he might encounter than the

hearsay of spies on which he actually did depend.

McClellan's failure in this respect cannot be explained except in

terms of the tremendous ignorance all people had of the terrain of the

country outside their own local area and in terms of failure of human

beings in general to take advantage of the information history makes avail-

able to them. In this latter connection, Americans have notoriously con-

ducted military and political operations without much reference to the ex-

perience of those who had been there before. It will be shown that Jackson,

who perhaps had the keenest geographical sense of any leader-4Northern or

Southern-failed during the Seven Days battles to live up to expectations

because he was unaware of certain salient geographic features of his native

Virginia. Early American attempts at military government in Europe during

‘Wbrld‘war II were failures which could possibly have been prevented had the

experiences of the Army of Occupation after'world'war I been studied. In

this last example there was in existence, but unknown to most high ranking

general officers, a monograph describing in great detail the problems the

army had encountered in dealing with occupied Germany. All of this does

not excuse McClellan, but itrmay in some respects place his error in judg-

ment in better perspective. The map on the next page shows the anticipated

and the real course of the river.
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VICINITY OF THE WARWICK

.0n the strength of this false information, McClellan issued a march

order sending his available troops forward by two parallel lines, the

theory of it being that each column would facilitate the approach of the

other until at last the march objective, i.e., the defenses across the

peninsula, particularly at Yorktown, would be untenable for the.Confeder—

ates. Porter's division was ordered over the New Market and New Bridge

road to Big Bethel and Howard's Bridge with a detachment proceeding to

Ship's Point. Porter's advance was to be followed by Hamilton's and Sedg-

wick's division. Keyes' IV corps was to move by the James River road fol-

lowed by the reserve artillery.:l Porter's move on Big Bethel was expected

to flank the works at Young's Mill, thus opening the way for Keyes' advance

on Warwick Courthouse, which would also flank the works at Ship's Point and

I Offic. £20, 1 ser., II, III, 630
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1

Howard's Bridge.

McClellan's plan had both good and bad qualities to it. Had he is-

sued his orders to his corps commanders for execution, it would have been

good in itssimplicity. The order, however, violated a fundamental of mili-

tary planning, i.e., that the timing of subsequent movements should not be

based upon the most optimistic outcomes of maneuver. Rather, timing, if it

is at all crucial, should be based upon the achievement of only the most

reasonable of objectives. McClellan based an entire march order upon the

assmmption that certain key objectives would fall as quickly as they were

turned. The German military expert of the same period, Helmut Von Moltke,

has postulated that no commander is justified in planning in advance the

develoyment of a battle beyond the initial engagement.

Nevertheless, the advance commenced as planned and proceeded until

halted by enemy action on the evening of April 5. Heintzelman's corps

found itself under heavy artillery fire from the defenses of Ibrktown,

while Keyes, commanding the left wing, came under the fire from Confeder-

ate troops covering the‘warwick River from the vicinity of Lee's Mill.

The day's advance had been slow because of rain and muddy roads, and this

last obstacle was enough to bog the attack down completely. Front line

commanders, and on the 7th.McCle11an himself, made detailed examinations

of the enemy positions and found rather dismaying conditions. The‘warwick

River was controlled by Confederate guns and.near its month by gunboats. I

Possible fords had been rendered impassable by dams with defensive works

built to cover approaches to each dam. Yorktown itself was well fortified,

I McCIeIl'a'n, _o_wn Story, 260.
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and these works were linked into the defense system along the'Warwick River

stretching off toward the James. These defenses appeared to be constantly

re-enforced from Norfolk and from Richmond and were rendered more formida-

ble by the heavy wooded areas and swamps lying along the river bed.1 Faced

with such obstacles and believing he had effective on the peninsula only

about 53,000 trOOps, McClellan had to decide whether to breach the line by

assault or whether to attempt some slower means of overcoming the obstacle.

His decision against an attack has provided focus for endless controversy

since then. Critics of’McClellan have agreed that he should at least have

risked an initial attack, falling back on the slower seige operations only

if it failed. Quite possibly such an attack might have succeeded, since

we now knowthat large segments of the Southern lines were at this moment

lightly held.~ 0n the other hand, had the attack been made and failed, the

results could well have been catastrophic for the Union cause at the most

and for McClellan's whole concept of the war at the least. McClellan's

caution in weighing all factors mitigated against a precipitate attack

where the odds favored a repulse.

McClellan, in making such a crucial decision, had.nuch to support his

point of view. He believed that either he faced, or would face before his

attack could be gotten underway, the entire defensive strength of the Con-

federate forces which had late been atfiManassas Junction.2 He had assumed

from the very beginning of his strategic planning that he would have such

an enemy to defeat, but in the planning phases he had assumed on having one

I Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XI, III, 10-11.
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entire corps as a mass of maneuver with which he could outflank the enany.

In the peninsular situation he had planned on using McDowell's corps in

this capacity, moving it far up the York River in the event that such a

development as the hold-up at the Warwick took place. Almost simultaneous-

ly with receipt of the news that Heintzelman and Keyes had been stopped, he

received word that McDowell's I corps had been taken from his command to be

held for the defenses of Washington. McClellan at once protested to Wash-

ington, pointing out that such a move negated completely the strategic frame

of reference upon which the campaign rested. He indicated that any action

undertaken would have to be a much more limited affair than had originally

been planned. When Lincoln remained adamant, McClellan was forced to choose

between an attack which he had never planned or a seige when actually the

originally planned envelopment was undoubtedly the best‘plan.’

Ch the heels of the order relieving McDowell's corps came on which struck

McClellan as particularly stupid and revealing of the casual way in which

political leaders were regarding his offensive. General Order No. '33 dated

April 3 from the Adjutant General's office instructed that all. recruiting

stations be closed, their equipment sold, and the proceeds from the sales

to go into funds for the training of volunteer regiments.l McClellan

believed that when an army took the field a steady flow of re—enforcements

was essential if the army was to function effectively. He believed that

by the spring of 1862 there were more than enough units alreachr in existence

to crush the rebellion provided they were maintained at top strength.

In effect, McClellan had advocated the sort of system the American

Amy in World War II found so effective, i.e., maintaining a limited

number of divisions by a replacement systan, thus providing recruits with

the leavening effect of quick and intimate association with veterans of
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combat. Such an idea was smothered my the‘war Department order, and.Mc-

Clellan was once again forced to the conclusion that there were powers in

‘Washington determined not to support his army.

As though these blows were not enough, McClellan also received word

that the Navy could not give him the support on the York he had been exp

pecting. Because the disabled.Merrimac had to be watched with all availa-

ble vessels, none could be spared, according to the Navy, to shell York-

town nor to make the run past YOrktown to operate against Confederate lines

1

of communications.

In spite of such setbacks, however, a decision might have been made to

assault the line had the commanders and staff officers who would be involved

believed an attack could succeed. They did not, however, and their reports

from the front revealed a grave fear as to the outcome of an assault. Briga-

dier General Winfield Scott Hancock, no man to shun a fight, made a re-

connaissance in force on April 6 of the lines to the south of Yorktown. He

reported:

I...proceeded...to make a reconnaissance....We found the

enemy in possession of the whole length of the stream...

field works were developed....lhe stream is a succession

of pools....The banks higher than on this side....During

the afternoon...movement of troops were observed marching

down the stream behind the works....It is believed that

yesterday that point could have been easily taken....The

circumstances were entirely changed afterwards, for the

movement of several regiments of troops bey nd the forts

was observed by our line of skirmishers....

General Keyes, commanding the IV Corps, reported:

 

1 Ibid.’ 26“.
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I was thus enabled in the first day to comprehend with

tolerable clearness the position of the enemy from a

short distance above Lee's Mill down to James River.

He is in a strongly fortified position behind'Warwick

River, the fords in which have been destoryed by dams,

and the approaches to which are through dense forests,

swamps, and marshes. No part of his line as far as

discovered canlbe taken by assault without enormous

‘waste of life.

Keyes also wrote to Senator Harris that the campaign in which he was

participating was certainly not that for which he had voted at the council

of war in March. He outlined his conception of that plan and how each of

the conditions had been violated. He described the difficulties encounter-

ed on the muddy advance up the peninsula, the difficult defenses guarding

the line of the'warwick, and particularly the difficulties of operating

under the complex command structure the‘fiar Department had evolved.2

Even the elements seemed to be collaborating with the enemy and the

political leaders of the union in causing discomfort to the army commander.

0n the 6th, a violent rainstorm.broke and continued until the 10th, leaving

the roads impassable. Water transportation was so slowed that front line

troops facing the enemy along the‘warwick were almost isolated. It was not

until theleth that new supply depots could be established and the supply

train made to function again. During those four days the number of troops

in the line had to be reduced considerably more than usual since so many"

were required to corduroy the roads and to manhandle the supplies.3

The baggage-trains were a notable spectacle. To each baggage-

‘wagon were attached four or six mules, driven usually by a

colored man, with only one rein, or line and that line attached

I 15:30, 3590
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to the bit of the near leading mule, while the driver rode

in a saddle upon the near wheel mule. Each train was ac-

companied by a guard, and while the guard urged the drivers,

the drivers urged the mules. The drivers were usually expert,

and understood well the wayward, sportive natures of the creatures

over whose destinies they presided. On our way to Yerktown pone

toon and baggage trains were sometimes blocked for miles, and the

heaviest trains were often unloaded by the guard to facilitate

their removal from the mud....

By April 10 enough trOOps had actually moved into the line to give it

some semblance of an order of battle. Heintzelman's corps, composed of

Porter's, Hooker's, and Hamilton's divisions, fronted Yorktown, the line

extending from'Wormley's Creek to the‘warwick Road Opposite wynn's Mill.

Sumner's corps, one division only having arrived, was on the left of Hamil-

ton's division. Keyes' corps, composed of Smith's, Couch's, and Casey's

divisions, was on the extreme left, extending from Sumner past the one gun

battery, and Lee's Mill. These commanders were enjoined to maintain cone

stant reconnaissance to determine if it was at all possible to punch a hole

in the rebel defenses and get through and cut the communications between

2

‘Williamsburg and Yorktown.

McClellan planned then to invest Yorktown by bringing heavy artillery

as close as possible to the various enemy positions and when all was ready

to open fire all along the line. The heaviest batteries were to be cone

centrated against the Southern positions between Wbrmley‘s Creek and the

Ybrk River. He believed that the Confederates thus weakened could be taken

by assault. To this end he set quickly to work building and repairing roads

' so that his heavy ordnance could be moved and.by the 17th was able to commence

—“‘I_""“§.& 3., 11, 191-192.
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1

installation of some of the batteries.

Bring the remainder of April, McClellan devoted his energies to the

various details connected with develOping the seige, preparations for sub-

sequent operations, and, of course, his constant war with the government

over supplies and men. He soon found that a mltitude of duties, particu-

larly those involved in maintaining morale of the troops, prevented him

from effectively prosecuting the work of building battery emplacements,

and on April 27 designated General Fitz John Porter as the director of

the seige operations. After that he could fgel freer from detail and

give more of his attention to other matters. His arguments with the

government were continuous. He complained constantly about the loss of

McDowell' s corps and pleaded that even if he were refused the entire corps,

he urgently needed Franklin's division of that corps. His arguments elici-

ted from Lincoln several of the most pungent rejoinders that master of prose

ever penned. On April 9, Lincoln wrote concerning a variety of subjects

connected with the operation. He explained his reasons for keeping McDowell's

corps in front of Washington and made reference to the pressures which forced

him to take Blenker's division. He questioned McClellan's strength returns,

and pointed out that there appeared to be a considerable watery concerning

the number of trOOps on the peninsula. About delay in coming to actual grips

with the snug, he wrote: I

By delay the anew will relatively gain upon you—that is,

he will gain faster by fortifications and reenforcenents

than you can by reenforcements alone. And once more let

I TSEEO’ I70
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me tell you it is indispensable to you that you strike

a blow. I am powerless to help this. You will do me

the justice that I alms insisted that going down the

bay in search of a field instead of fighting at or

near Manassas, was only shifting and not surmounting

a difficulty; that we would find the same enenw and

the same or equal intrenchments at either place. The

country will not fail to note, is now noting, that the

present hesitation to move upon an intrenched enenw is

but the story of Manassas repeated.

I beg to assure you that I have never written you or

spoken to you in greater kindness of feeling than now,

nor with a fuller purpose to sustain you, so far as, in

In most anxious judgment, I consistently can. But you.

must act.

McClellan now became convinced that he might further his offensive

up the peninsula by capturing Gloucester Point on the. northern bank of

the York apposite Yorktown. He had originally planned on gunboats op-

erating against that place, but when the Navy could not spare the neces-

sary vessels he resolved to employ troops. To this end he prOposed that

anklin's division of McDowell's corps be sent him. The idea was accepted

by Stanton and the President, and on the 11th, Stanton notified McClellan

that Franklin was on his way to Alexandria to embark for the peninsula.2

McClellan then got in touch with Flag Officer Goldsborough, canmandjng off

Hampton Roads, to make arrangements for landing Franklin's division. Golds-

borough made several suggestions concerning the matter and finally. recommend-

ed landing at Sleucester along the sand beaches.3 On April 111, McClellan

wired Lincoln that he had seen Franklin,"l and on the 15th wired Stanton

that he had selected a good landing place for Franklin. On April 28 letters

We” 1 ser., XI, I, 15.
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were still being exchanged with the Navy relative to landing Franklin. On

May 1;, Franklin's trOOps were still aboard ship so they were able to move

up the river toward West Point.1 McClellan claimed that he had antici-

pated using Franklin against Servern but came to the conclusion that one

division was insufficient for the purpose, then decided to attack Glou-

cester. He said in his report that for the most part Franklin's regi-

ments were kept on shipboard until arrangements could be made to land

them.2 This handling of Franklin does much to discredit HcOlellan's com-

plaints about McDowell. Either it demonstrates an inability to employ

troops at his disposal or it demonstrates highly shrewd military judgment.

It is quite likely that with his propensity for trying to do all things

himself McClellan was just unable to get around to issuing the necessary

orders for Franklin. His plan for the use of Franklin's division was sound,

but he just couldn't get the execution of the plan accomplished. Had he been

less of an autocrat on such matters he might have set Franklin up as the com-

mander of a task force with.a mission of occupying Gloucester Point. This

would in effect have provided three task forces for the different jobs to be

done. Porter, it has been indicated, commanded the seige Operations and Sum-

ner commanded the left wing of the arm engaged in keeping the Confederates

off balance.3 In failing to set up some sort of an effective command ar-

rangement, McClellan failed, although it is doubtful 1: am use of Franklin

could have forced an earlier withdrawal of the Confederates from Yorktown.
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On April 28, McClellan was still asking for more equipment, this

time demanding 30 pounder Parrotts, since he was "very short of that

excellent gun"1 and on the lat of May, Lincoln replied that:

Your call for Parrott guns from Washington slams me,

chiefly because it argues indefinite procrastination.

Is anything to be done?2

On the hth of May, McClellan, the most surprised of all, was able to wire

that *Iorktown was in our possession."3

~ Once again, then, McClellan had, by maneuver and a slow build-up of

troops, forced Johnston to evacuate a position although the desired re-

sult came sooner and easier than expected. And once again McClellan was

unable to reap any credit for the development either from the public or.

the government. To them the situation on May )4 appeared as another ex-

ample of the Confederate forces being one jump ahead of the cautious Union

commander. The fact that the road toward Richmond was open at relatively

no cost in blood seemed unimportant. What was important was that a big

battle had been expected and none had taken place. The public, and for

that matter the administration, had forgotten, if it ever knew, that war

has form, consisting of the inter-relationships between the three major

variables of space, time, and man and material goods. A general, in de-

veloping his plan of campaign, must weigh, either consciously or un-

consciously, these three variables and manipulate then so that the form

of the campaign or battle is appropriate for the purposes for which it is '

fought. Frequently the space factor is the overwhelming consideration.

 

iIbid.,126.

2 1513., 130.

3 11513., 133.





195

To save space almost.any amount of human loss and loss in time can be

tolerated. Such a situation as that of the Allies' beachhead at Anzio,

Italy'in'WOrld War II is an example of space alone being the major con-

sideration. Men, time, and.nateriel could well be sacrificed if the beach!

head could be maintained. To the Russians, however, in the sunmer of 1914.1,

space was expendable as was time so long as the precious Red.inny could be

maintained. Late in the Civil'war, with Grant fighting out the war south

of Richmond gaining space or time was considerably less important than

grinding down the remainder of Lee's Army of Northern Virginia. In 1862,

however, things appeared in a different light. The war then was being

fought for space, i.e., the exercise of Federal control over an area which

had been separated from the Union. It was also necessary to conserve man-

power so vitally needed in so many places. The nation had not.yet grown

accustomed to long, long casualty lists. Space then had to be gained and

men's lives saved. By making constant those two variables, McClellan's

one factor which he could safely sacrifice was time. But in arranging his

campaign to suit the real needs of the nation he opened.himself to criti-

cium by men who did.not understand that the only way to save life and gain

space was to sacrifice time.

Early on the morning of the hth of May, McClellan ordered Brigadier-

General Stoneman to pursue the retreating Confederates in the direction of

lillimmsburg with.cavalry and light artillery. He was to be followed'by

Hooker'sinfantry division moving along the Iorktownélilliamsburg road.and

Smith's division along the Lee's Millfiuilliansburg road. Following these

troops, divisions under Kearny, Couch, and Casey were put en route in their
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support. To command the pursuit troops, General Sumner was ordered to the

front.1

Here was an aggressive McClellan quickly taking advantage of a sudden

deve10pment. His plan was good. He would send out cavalry to re-establish

contact with the enuny and would re-enforce the cavalry with sufficient in-

fantry to damage the snow wherever he was brought to bay. Several things,

however, were wrong. The senior officer placed in command of the pursuit

was an older officer, extremely brave and extremely able to command a troop

of cavalry but completely lacking in ability to handle a force of five in-

fantry divisions and a cavalry force. Sumner had been one of the corps com-

manders selected for high comand without McClellan' s knowledge. McClellan

also added to the confusion by fearing to intrust completely the pursuit

Operation to the elderly general. McClellan, as was his failing, issued

some orders directly to the division commanders and some to the senior

corps commander. is a result, the troops were not used as effectively as

they might have been had either McClellan acted on the corps commander alone

or on the division commanders alone.

31:: miles from Yorktown, Stoneman came upon anew pickets and two miles

farther inland he came upon the rear of the Southern rear guard. After driv-

ing in these forces he moved rapidly toward the junction of the Yorktown-

Lee's Mill road two miles from Nilliamsburg, finding upon arrival at the

junction a strong anew rear guard protected by earth works. He at once .

prepared for action, although realising that he would need infantry support

I McCIeIEn, He rt, 178.
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to overrun the Confederate rear guard. While waiting the arrival of the

riflemen from Hooker's division located some two miles away, he used his

horsemen to make demonstrations to hold the enemy in check. The cavalry-

men, however, were soon brought under artillery fire, and, since Hacker's

division had been delayed on the road by the troops of Smith's division,

Stoneman retired from his advanced position.

Simultaneously with the advance of his main body to the road junction,

Stoneman had directed a portion of his force to move south to the Lee's Mill

road to clear it of enemy trOOps before the arrival of Smith. After crossing

to that road, Emory, the detachment commander, encountered and drove in the

direction of the James River some of Stuart's cavalry, then asked for infan-

try support, which Hooker attempted, unsuccessfully, to send him.1

Hooker, after receipt of his orders to cooperate with Stonanan in the

pursuit, marched from Yorktown at about noon on May h. Having marched about

six miles, he learned that Stoneman was engaged and was in need of support.

Hooker galloped to the front to estimate the situation but found that Smith's

division had unexpectedly filed into the road in advance of his division and

would hold up Hookerls advance some three or four hours.2 Smith had ordered

the change from the Lee' s Mill road to the Yorktown road because he claimed

to have found the first road impassable? Believing that Smith would be all

the support Stoneman would. need, Hooker moved to the Hampton road, thence to

the west. This advance moved off about dark and was pressed forward until.
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drenching rains and bad roads exhausted the men. He stopped his advance

at about 11:0O, then moved out again, arriving within sight of Williams-

burg at about 5:30. He found that his further advance was prevented by

a series of redoubts of which Fort McGruder was the strongest. Hooker re-

solved to attack at once with the twofold mission of keeping the enemy off

balance and if occupying advanced positions from which larger attacks could

be launched.

Here, then, was a situation developing directly attributable to the

kind of corps leaders with which Lincoln had saddled McClellan. In place

of some one person exerting his own will over a fluid battlefield, division

commanders were arranging the order of battle to suit themselves. The con-

ditions of the roads could not have been predicted in advance, but certainly

Sumner should have been in a position to decide what changes in the original

plan could be made and how they should be accomplished.

Smith, meanirhile, had made good his crossing to the Yorktown road and

on orders of General Sumner moved along that road, reaching Stoneman' a head-

quarters at about 5:30 that evening. At 6:30 his division moved into the

attack with three columns abreast. Finding the terrain too difficult, he

brought the attack to a halt and went into bivouac. During the night, prepa-

rations were made for the division to attack the following morning. ' At day-

light, however, the division was ordered to withdraw so that the troops could

secure the rations they had failed to obtain the night before. 9

Having dispatched what he considered to be ample forces for the pursuit,

McClellan devoted the bulk of the day of lay h to the work involved in going
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over from static to Open warfare. After reporting his condition to Wash-

ington, alerting four divisions to follow those of Hooker, Smith, Couch,

Kearny, and Casey, if needed, he turned his attention to exploiting his

break by moving the already loaded trOOps of Franklin's division up the

York to cut off Johnston's retreat. At no time during the day did he be-

come alarmed about the developments at the front, although from time to

time he received word that a strong rear guard action was being fought.

This calm, almost disinterested air McClellan assumed is one of the

greatest paradoxes in his complex personality. While planning a campaign

or a battle he would concern himself with all varieties of details. He

would exercise his leadership on small units without reference to inter—

vening headquarters. He would worry about small items of supply which

should properly be left to his quartermaster. He would take infinite pains

to visit small detachments just off picket duty in order to build up morale.

Yet when his orders were issued which would lead to battle and his troops

were on their way he would sit back and either observe or else busy himself

with other activities. All of this is, of course, in keeping with his total

idea of war. He believed in restraining his trOOps from action until the

field was reacv. Then having thought out how the fight should develop he

was content, unless something went radically wrong, to allow his plans to

materialize. During the activities of May I; he heard nothing which would

indicate any serious malfunctioning of the pursuit, since the advancing '

Union troops could be expected to run into rear guard opposition.

The details of the fight at Williamsburg need not be described in any

great detail here. IcClellan's generalship was demonstrated only twice
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during the two-day campaign beginning May 1;. The first has alreacw been

described in part as being the ordering of the pursuit in strong enough

force to bring a good portion of Johnston's troops to a stop. Johnston,

after evacuating Yorktown, was intent upon withdrawing all of his troops

to within the shadows of Richmond where he heped would also be concen-

trated large increments from the rest of the Confederacy. He had left

only a light covering force in the defenses around Williamsburg. 1.‘lhen

those troops were threatened with disaster from the heavy cavalry and

infantry McClellan had thrown into the pursuit, Johnston was forced to

detach large elements from his main body to return and man the fortifica-

tions around Williamsburg. It was thus a re-enforced Confederate force

Sumner faced early on the morning of May 5.

Sumner, although on the ground, did not conduct the battle of the 5th.

Rather, it was conducted by a brigade on the extreme right under Hancock,

who managed to seize a number of Confederate strong points before being

ordered to retire, and 'a division on the extreme left under Hooker. Hooker's

troops began an assault at about 7:30 in the morning with the objective of

seizing Fort Magruder, the strongest point in the Confederate line. The en-

tire line was successful until it reached just beyond the Yorktown road where

the attack stalled until afternoon. Shortly after one o'clock, the Confeder-

ate troops under the general command of Longstreet mounted a series of heavy

- attacks against Hooker's spent division. The Federal division, however, was

able to hold on until troops, dispatched personally by the any commander,

came to their relief.
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McClellan's second demonstration of generalship came toward the end

of the battle on the 5th. He had, it will be recalled, remained behind

at Yorktown to arrange the details of shipping Franklin's division up the

York. When he was at last notified of the seriousness of the fight at Will-

iamsburg, he rode forward, arriving on the battlefield between four and

five on the afternoon of the 5th. He quickly ordered troops in between

Hooker's hard-pressed men and a very nebulous center. The right he strength-

ened with a division and then advanced some troops in the center of the line

to seize ground from which a new attack could be made. These dispositions

made, he reconnoitred the battle line in greater detail and made prepara-

tions to bring up artillery with which to soften the Confederates before

the next Union attack. Then, although correctly assuming that the Confeder-

ates would withdraw during the night, he ordered two more divisions from

Yorktown to march to the front so as to have ample force with which to re-

new the attack if that became necessary.

Quite apart from the military decisions which were sound, McClellan

contributed materially to the ending of the day' s battle. He was, through-

out the period of his active command, a truly popular leader. His troops

worshipped him and would make any exertion he chose to ask of them. This

papularity was not something that was instinctive. Rather, it was the re-

sult of long months of painstaking effort to build up the morale of the am.

It came as a result of promptly looking after the needs of the troops andhmore

especially of appearing before them when the going was rough and when they had

done something of which to be proud. If McClellan was with the army, the

soldiers believed nothing could go very wrong. When he was not with the am,
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nothing could ever go right. The battle of Williamsng is illustrative.

I For the first time since the first battle of Bull Run large units of the

am were engaged in a major contest. During the first day and a half of

that action the decisions had been ineffective and the troops felt them-

selves being wasted by men who did not understand military science. After

having beennauled by strong Confederate defense and stabbed by sharp Con-

federate counter-attack, the spirits of the troops were low. Then came the

mudchr but nonetheless impressive figure of "Little Mac.‘ is he trooped

the battle line, his staff stragling badly, the soldiers cheered wildly

and began to feel better. They felt they had fought a good fight, that

their efforts were appreciated and given another Opportunity the next day

would certainly whip the Southerners. After the battle, McClellan took

care to visit the camps of the regiments which had been engaged and let

them know that be appreciated what they had done.

I have come to thank you for your bravery and good conduct

in the action of yesterday....You acted like veterans:

Veterans of many battles could not have done better.1

After the Confederate forces withdrew from Williamsburg on the night

of May 5, McClellan was faced with several possible courses of action,

meanwhile keeping his army well concentrated and in contact with the re-

treating Confederates. He could continue his advance overland toward Rich-

mond, he could advance part of his army overland while moving part of it by

water up the York as far as the Navy could go, he could plan on crossing the

lower Chickahomixw River to approach RiChmond from the southeast, or he could
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plan on re-basing his arm this time on the James River with the idea of

Operating against Richmond from the south. His actions during the period

May 6—22 indicate that he was in doubt as to which course he would follow.

He ordered two divisions—Franklin's and Sedgwick's—to move by boat up the

York River near West Point. He ordered Stoneman to use his cavalry to re-

connoiter along the lower Chickahomim to determine if that approach were

feasible'for a land advance.l Meanwhile, he requested the Navy to send

gunboats up the James River and sent a cavalry squadron overland to the

James to determine to what degree that area was clear of the enemy. While

investigating these various alternatives, it was necessary to keep the bulk

of the supplies afloat, although such practice immobilized much transporta-

tion. McClellan believed that such practice was necessary, that when a base

of operations once was decided upon, then vessels could be released.2

On May 8, the arm had secured New Kent Courthouse, Cumberland, and

White House, and was being supplied from Eltham just above West Point.3 The

vicinity of West Point had been secured by Franklin after successfully de-

fending against a sharp Confederate attack on May 7 which was delivered on

the morning following his debarkation.h Thus the very inertia of the arm

moving after the retreating Confederates was helping McClellan to decide

upon at least an initial movement overland. ’

I

While McClellan was closing up to the Chickahomim, Major General Wool

 

*1 OfficTRecu 1 ser., x1, III, 1115-1249.

2 E5, 111?.

3 MO, 150.

h Offic. RGCOA 1 ser., XI, I, 615-6170

 

 



20h

organized a force at Fort Monroe and on May 10 landed a force to capture

Norfolk, Virginia. By 5:00 P.H. on the same evening the city was sur-

rendered to him by the mayor of the city, and a military governor was ap-

pointed.1 On the 11th, with Norfolk safely in Federal hands, the ironclad

Merrimac was blown up by the Confederates and with these two events the way

was clear for McClellan to change his base of Operations over to the James

River if he so desired. He, however, continued his advance and on May 13

four divisions had reached Cumberland and begun to use it as a temporary

supply depot. The rest of the arm was concentrated along the line Cumber-

land-Eltham and New Kent Courthouse. On the 114th and 15th three divisions

were pushed north and occupied White House, five miles from Cumberland.2

During the advance McClellan was engaged in another one of those dis-

cussions with the War Department in which he demonstrated his fear of en-

trusting major responsibility to others, particularly when they were select-

ed because Of qualifications other than fitness of field command. He requested

permission to reorganize the arm corps, wishing either to return to the di-

vision organization or to replace incompetent commanders of corps. He pointed

out that the fumbling on May 5 before Williamsburg was due to poor corps com-

manders. He was authorized to suspend temporarily his corps structure and

also was sent one Of Lincoln's classicly pointed letters. Lincoln informed

him that mam people believed the Opposition to corps organization was due

to HoClellan's desire to pamper Porter. Lincoln pointed out that his relief

of Hamilton had cost him some of his best friends in the Senate. Lincoln
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then said:

Are you strong enough-are you strong enough, even with

m help-to set your foot upon the necks Of Sumner,

Heintzelmsn and Keyes all at once? This is a practical

and very serious question for you.

In so writing McClellan, Lincoln reverted to his political role. The

question of rightness or wrongness of McClellan's charges does not enter the

discussion. The crucial point of Lincoln's letter is that McClellan might

alienate political forces in Washington by relieving the generals who had

failed. If McClellan wanted to keep his post, V Lincoln clearly intimated

that the general must be careful.

Armed with Lincoln's authority, McClellan created two new corps, the

2 .

V corps under Porter and the VI corps under Franklin. The corps composi-

tions were as follows]:

II corps Sumner, divisions Sedgwick and Richardson

III corps Heintzelman, divisions Kearm and Hooker

IV corps Keyes, divisions Couch and Casey

V corps Porter, divisions Morell, Sykes and reserve

artillery under Hunt

VI corps Franklin, divisions Smith and Slocum

In spite of heavy rains on the 15th and 16th, headquarters were moved

to White House and other elements of the arm were concentrated at that place.

Late on the 16th, the weather changed and so McClellan elected to rest his

army while waiting for the ground to dry. it this time the advance guard

had advanced nearly to the Chickahomim, the V and VI corps resting at White

3

House, while the II, III, and IV corps were resting near New Kent Courthouse.

At this point occurred another one of those events which are still so
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mooted that the entire issue of the justice of Lincoln's subsequent

activities concerning MCClellan must be judged in terms of it. McClellan

had repeatedly protested.McDOwell's corps being withheld from the peninsu-

la. 0n.Hay 1h he wrote a long letter to Lincoln in which he argued that

the enemy was concentrating all available force for a fight in front of

Richmond. His own forces had been reduced by casualties, sickness, gar-

rison duties, and the like. He then asked for more troops, pointing out

that even if he did not use them in taking Richmond, their presence would

serve to overawe the Confederates with the might and the determination of

the Union. He continued that he would fight the enemy with what he had but

that he could use more people to good advantage. The more he had, he be-

lieved, the better would be his combinations. In Stanton's reply, the

Secretary Of‘War pointed out that the President was still unwilling to un-

cover'Washington. However, he would order McDowell to march overland to

participate in the attack on Richmond, keeping always between the Confeder-

ates and washington. McClellan was to give no order which would fOrce Mc-

Dowell to uncover‘washington. McDowell was to draw supplies from‘West

Point as soon as a junction had been effected with McClellan.1

Being in some doubt as to the full impact of this order, McClellan

asked for clarification. He first presented a brief account Of the move-

ments of the army as it was cbsing up on the Chickahominy between Bottom's

Bridge and New Bridge, and then questioned the wisdom of sending McDowell

overland. He would rather, he said, have McDowell come by water. Then he

_‘T‘Efiwh5-3h6o
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asked if a junction were to be effected, what command arrangements would

be made. He desired that McDowell be clearly placed under his orders and

that he be held strictly accountable for compliance with the President's

instructions. He went on to argue that he had no personal feelings which

could possibly lead him to violate the President's instructionsL Lincoln's

reply on the 2hth gave McClellan the authority he asked for and told him

that the movement would begin on Monday, May 26.

McClellan later argued that Lincoln's orders to McDowell forced the

arm to remain based on the York River when it could have changed base to

the James River. Then after having been committed to the York by McDowell's

pr0jected move, the arm was forced to fight with reduced forces on unfavor-

able ground because Jackson's activities in the Shenandoah Valley forced

Lincoln into revoking the orders for McDowell's move south. The records

do not support McClellan's contention in this respect. Certainly the gener-

al had toyed with the idea Of moving to the James, but he had not decided to

do so. Indeed, at no time prior to the 18th Of May had he made am effort

to shift the direction of attack. His movements from the 18th to the 2hth

were no different than they would have been had Lincoln refused to allow

McDowell to even think of moving south. It would appear that McClellan's

arguments were based on hindsight after he had seen the advantages the

move to the James actually gave him.

The Chickahomim River, toward which the Union arm was moving, was

the last major Obstacle confronting McClellan before actually becoming in-

volved with the defenses of Richmond proper. It was a river rising some

 

1 g. & Ir: II, NIL-175.
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15 miles northwest of Richmond and.nniting with the James River about hO

miles below Richmond. McClellan's army was concentrating between Meadow

and Bottomls Bridges over the Chickahominy and serving as the eastern

approaches to Richmond. At Ordinary stage the river was some h0 feet

‘wide, fringed with a dense growth of heavy fbrest trees and bordered by

low marsh lands. Neither bank of the river was of solid ground. The river,

however, was subject to great variations in level. A single violent storm

was enough to cause it to overflow its banks, inundating completely the

eastern shore. The western banks of the river were overlooked by bluffs

which when occupied by Confederate artillery Opposite the various bridges

made river crossings at those places mOst hazardous. Seeing clearly the

prOblem thus posed, the Union leaders had to search for other places from

which the river could be crossed.1 By the 23rd, satisfactory bridge sites

had been located in the vicinity of Bottom's Bridge and.nen were put to

work building four spans across which the army would cross at the first

opportunity. 2

.On.May 26, as McClellan was attempting to get his army concentrated on

the right bank Of the Chickahominy in a position to cross, he received word

that a force of the enemy was concentrating in the vicinity of Hanover Court-

house. His attention had earlier been called to this region as being crucial

iancDowell were to move southward to join in the assault upon Richmond.

Lincoln had written on the 2hth that McDowell's corps would begin the move

south on the 26th. He asked if MCClellan, as an aid to MCDowell's force,

 

1:”33. ET”II, 1714-175.

2 Offic. EEC-e, 1 361‘s, XI, III, 188.
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could send a force north from the peninsula to cut off the small Confeder-

ate force Opposing McD0well at Fredricksburg. If this movement were suc-

cessful, MCClellan would not only have prevented 15,000 men from joining

in the defenses Of Richmond but would also have developed a secondary line

of communications over which part of McDowell's corps could.be supplied.

McClellan first dispatched a cavalry fOrce under Stoneman to cut rail-

road lines along the Virginia Central railroad between Hanover Courthouse

and the Chickahominy. He then ordered Porter's V corps to move on Hanover

Courthouse to dislodge any enemy force to be found in that region. Thus

he was extending a powerful arm Of’his force northward which could serve

as a connecting link between the I corps and the rest of the army if Mc-

Dowell'were allowed to move and which could prevent the Confederates get-

ting into the Union rear iijcDowe l were held up because of the crisis

then developing in the Shenandoah Valley»

0n the morning of May 27, Porter marched from New Bridge with an ad-

vance guard and the division ijMorrell. At the same time, warren's bri-

gade was ordered to march from Old Church. The troops under Porter's peru

sonal command were to attack frontally, while'Warren was to serve as a

flank attack. Porter's troops struggled along in a driving rainstorm un—

til within two miles of Hanover Courthouse where they made contact with the

enem. Skirmishe‘s were deployed on the direct road to Hanover Courthouse

to engage the enemy until Morell's division could be brought up. A squadron

of cavalry and a section of artillery were dispatched on the Ashland road,

and soon became engaged with a Confederate force trying to outflank the

Union trOOps. This Union detachment along the Ashland road was reinforced
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and eventually was able to drive the enem towards Hanover Courthouse. Once

this was accomplished, Porter put his main body again in motion when suddenly

he received word that enem forces were approaching from his rear. He at

once faced around and committed his various elements driving the enem to-

8:10:13:No a see

 

 

HANOVER CWRTHOUSE

The next day was spent burying dead, collecting prisoners and materiel,

and destroying Confederate public property. Reconnaissances were made to
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Ashland and the Fredericksburg and Virginia Central railroad. More prison,

ers were captured at Ashland, and the Fredericksburg railroad bridge cross-

ing the South Anna river was destroyed. 'When he believed he had completed

all of the mission assigned to him, Porter countermarched his troops to their

position with the bulk of the army.1

McClellan after visiting the scene of Porter's activities, sent a glowb

ing dispatch to the President announcing a complete rout of the enemy and

claiming that he had cut all communications except for the Fredericksburg

and Richmond railroad. He further added that since the major battle was to

be fought in front of Richmond, Porter was moving back to his old location.2

Again on the 28th, McClellan emphasized Porter's victory in a dispatch to the

President, to which Lincoln replied that he was happy but puzzled. If it was

a complete rout, why was the Fredericksburg-Richmond line not cut and if it

‘was not cut, had anything actually been done. -TO his rather petty note, Mc-

Clellan forwarded a pleading sort of reply stating that Porter had relieved

the right flank Of the army, had routed a Confederate force, and had taken

many prisoners and.nuch supply. The victory was "one of the handsomest

things in the war, both in itself and its results."3

The battle at Hanover Courthouse had been neatly planned and executed

and accomplished the objective fOr which it had been fought. Yet in the Mc-

Clellan story it was only another factor causing misunderstanding between

Lincoln and.ncClellan. The fight had been made by Fitz John Porter, who'

I OIIICe Elle-Se, 1 ser., XI, I, 681‘.

2 McClellan, Re ort, 208-209.

3 Ibid., 212.
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certainly was a favorite of the army commander. However, praise of him

and the relatively minor campaign which he had conducted only served to

irritate Lincoln, faced as he was with worries as to the safety of the

capital. Lincoln's vexation had been given some release on the 2hth when

he wrote:

I think the time is near when you must either attack Richmond

or give up the job and come to the defense Of'Washington.1

Then came the extravagant claims of Porter's victory and Lincoln exploded

by asking "had anything actually been done."

The reason, Of course, why Lincoln was in such short temper during

those last days in May was because he believed'washington to be threatened

by a rampaging force in the Shenandoah under Jackson. Since McClellan had

been relieved of command of all the armies, there was no military man in

‘Washington who could give the orders coordinating the various campaigns in

progress. As long as nothing unusual transpired, this situation was not

likely to cause trouble. Stanton and Lincoln together with the elderly

generals heading offices in the war Department could keep track of oper-

ations moving at a slow pace and all in the right direction. Once the

tempo of events accelerated, however, such a command structure could not

stand the strain. Lincoln then found himself in the position of trying

to.keep track of a fast breaking operation in the Shenandoah, to handle

the large independent I corps and to control the movements of McClellan's

army. His constant state of unrest is understandable.

General T. J. Jackson had been Operating in the Shenandoah Valley with

 

‘_1 Lincoln,‘WOrks, VII, 183.
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the assigned mission of keeping between the Union forces under Banks and

the Confederate troops under Johnston withdrawing from.Manassas Junction

for the protection of Richmond.1 As Johnston withdrew toward Richmond,

he left General R. S. Ewell commanding 6,500 infantry and 500 cavalry on

the Rappahannock with Orders to cooperate with Jackson or to retire south

Of the Rapidan if Jackson withdrew down the valley. As the Union troops

under Banks, simultaneously with.McClellan's move to the peninsula, slowb

ly advanced down the Shenandoah from‘Winchester to Strasburg, Jackson be-

gan to formulate an offensive plan which would more than comply with the

defensive mission assigned him. TO help implement this plan he brought

Ewell's forces from the positions in which Johnston had left them east of

the Blue Ridge mountains into the valley. Ewell was instructed to observe

Banks while Jackson took his Own valley trOOps on the opening phase of his

offensive. The Union General Fremont had been Operating against a small

Confederate force under General.Edward Johnson in the vicinity of McDowell.

Jackson saw an Opportunity to slip quietly to the relief Of Johnston, then

after beating Fremont he could return and strike at Banks some place along

the Union line of communications. This phase then began on April 30.

During the absence of Jackson, Ewell at Conrad's Store became the re-.

cipient Of many conflicting orders. As Jackson's own campaign developed,

he sent dispatch after dispatch asking that Ewell's plans conform to his

activities and most recent thinking. At the same time, Johnston was making

his withdrawal from Yorktown,‘Williamsburg, and the other lines along the

peninsula. As McClellan grew closer to Richmond, Johnston came more and

more to desire a concentration east of Richmond Of all available forces,

 

1 McClellan, Report, 212.
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including Ewell's. Thus his orders, based on Old intelligence from the

peninsula, warned Ewell of an early move to the east. Robert E. Lee,

then military adviser to President Davis, also made suggestions and issued

orders, to the complete confusion of Ewell. As Ewell was in the midst of

these conflicting orders, he received word that Shield's division of Banks'

forces was to leave the valley to reinforce McDowell, already getting ready

to head sOuth to McClellan's aid. Ewell's orders were to remain and watch

Banks' main body, which he did, but reluctantly. Then on May 13 and 1h

he received word that Banks was preparing to withdraw up the valley prior

to crossing over to replace McDowell.

Now here was a situation made to order for Jackson's particular kind

of military mind. He had stopped Fremont at.McDowell and had captured.much

equipment. Banks had weakened himself by sending Shields out of the valley.

Jackson reasoned if he could cut Banks' communication, he could then strike

him some place along the valley and defeat him, but Ewell had received orders

from Johnston which seemed to require his immediate departure for Richmond.

To circumvent this development, Jackson sent a telegram to Lee asking for

authority to keep Ewell and to attack Banks. Upon receipt Of the desired

authority, Jackson issued seemingly meaningless orders, which resulted in

the concentration Of his complete force in the hills overlooking Front Royal

on May 23. His force quickly overran the town, then began a pursuit of the

Unionists toward Cedarville. After occupying Cedarville on the evening or

May 23, Jackson began to plan his next movement. Guessing that Banks would

withdraw from.Strasburg toward'Winchester, he decided to strike the union

forces while they were on the march. To this end, he split his forces,
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sending one wing directly on the road from Cedarville toward Winchester,

while the other wing would plan on crossing the moutains at Middletown,

striking the Union people if they were en route and turning south or north,

depending on where further intelligence placed Banks. This general plan

was carried into almost perfect effect. On the afternoon Of the 2hth,

Banks' rear guard and wagons were struck, and on the morning of the 25th,

after a grueling night's march, Jackson drove the Federal troops out of

Winchester with great loss. Lack of cavalry prevented a complete pursuit,

l

but Banks was driven back and across the Potomac River. Jackson's thrust

at Banks was at once reflected in orders concerning the Army of the Potomac.

On May 2h at h:00 P.M., the following order was sent to McClellan.

In consequence of General Banks' critical position, I

have been compelled to suspend General McDowell's move-

ments to join.you. The enemy are making a desperate

push upon Harper's Ferry and we are trying to throw

General Fremont's force and part of General McDowell's

in their rear.2

0n the next day Lincoln sent a longer telegram reviewing Jackson's operations.

He pointed out that he must do all possible to prevent Jackson crossing the

Potomac at Harpers Ferry or above. McDowell, he indicated, was moving to the

vicinity of Port Royal with about 20,000 troops. He ended:

This is now our situation. If McDowell's force was now be-

yond our reach we should be entirely helpless. Apprehensions

of something like this, and no unwillingness to sustain you

has always been my reason for withholding McDowell's forces

from you. Please understand this, and do the best you can

‘with the forces you have.3

I Freeman, Lee's Lieutenants, Vol. I, 395-h10.

2 McClellan, Report, 200.

3 Ibid., 202.
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Again on the 25th Lincoln intimated that the enemy was driving north. He

said he thought the movement was a general one such as could not be if he

‘were concentrating for a desperate defense of Richmond.

Thus Jackson accomplished the thing McClellan feared most-the recall

of.McDowe11, leaving the Army of the Potomac to face the growing strength

of the defenders of Richmond without the help of the I corps. As time was

to show, Jackson was able to detach McDowell and then make his own way

south, participating the defense of the capital.

The first real test was then over. McClellan had, in spite of all

opposition, clung to his plan of attacking Richmond from the east instead

Of from.the north. In carrying out that plan he had brought his army to a

position close enough for the trOOps to be able to hear the church bells

chime in Richmond. MOre important, the army reached that point without

serious losses. True, the movement had been slow and lacked the dash of

some of Jackson's raids, but the point was that union trOOps were poised, \

ready to hurl themselves upon the arsenal, the nerve center, and the very

symbol of the Confederacy.

In making the campaign, McClellan had demonstrated some glaring weak-

nesses. Still being a relatively inexperienced commander, he was inclined.

to assume too much detailed responsibility himself, preferring to give orders

directly to division and brigade commanders rather than to corps or task-

force chiefs. Having a definite philosophy of how an army commander should

handle troops, McClellan spent great amounts of time preparing for a fight

and then relegated command of the battle to his subordinates, even though

he did not trust their judgment. Thus Sumner was sent on the pursuit of



 



217

Johnston after the fall of Yorktown even though McClellan believed him.in-

capable Of corps responsibility. Of course, in his relations with the

government, McClellan was most in error. ‘Whether a general likes it or

not, the military is, under the American system, subordinate to the civil

power. A general, regardless of how sound his plans are, cannot hOpe to

achieve success if he antagonizes the civil government. McClellan, une

fortunately for himself and the entire Union cause, never learned this

fact. He fOught his government with the same vigor with which his troops

fought the Confederates. By so fighting, McClellan lost the support he most

vitally needed to win the war with a knockout punch.

Along with the weaknesses, McClellan also demonstrated the great strengths

so characteristic of successful generals. His over-all strategic plan was

sound. His solving of the lOgistical problems of the move up the peninsula

'were in the best American tradition. He at no time took useless risks but

cOnstantly maneuvered to catch Johnston in an error. He did not hold to a

rigid concept of how he might approach Richmond, but rather investigated a

variety of approaches. When faced, a month later, with the need to change

bases, this prior planning paid dividends. Perhaps the biggest single tribute

‘which could be paid to.McClellan for this phase of the war would be that op-

posed to the strategic planning of Robert E. Lee (although Lee was not in com-

mand of troops), he was able to divine the objectives Lee had in mind. He saw

clearly that Jackson did not have a large enough force in the Shenandoah Valley

to maintain a sustained Offensive against‘washington. He saw too, that the

only major purpose to be served by the attacks against Fremont and Banks would

be to draw Off Union trOOps frOm.the tightening cordon about Richmond. Mc-

clellan made these views explicit to Lincoln, but was overruled.
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CHAPTER IX

PROBING THE DEFENSES OF RICHMOND

While McClellan was thus carrying On a losing battle with Washington

for reinforcement by McDowell's corps, he began a series of Operations a-

long the Chickahominy River designed to place the aim in a position for an

all-out assault on the Confederate capital once McDowell's move was resumed.

Between the 23rd and 25th of April, General C. D. Keyes was ordered to cross

the river with elments of his IV corps and to take up and fortify a posi-

tion in the vicinity of a road junction called the Seven Pines. This place,

around which was constructed a strong line of rifle pits, was the junction

of the Nine Mile road, coming from the northwest, with the main road from

Richmond to Williamsburg. The positions were about seven miles from the

center of Richmond. Once Keyes was in position, McClellan ordered a second

corps, the III under General Heintzelman, to cross and to take up positions

some two miles in advance of the Bottom's Bridge with the twofold mission of

serving as the left flank pmtection Of the army and of guarding the cross-

ings through the White Oak swamp by means Of which Confederates might possi-

bly get in rear of the Union Arm. Heintzelman, as the senior of the m

corps commanders south of the river, was placed in command. of both corps

with the assigned mission of holding to the positions at Seven Pines at all.

costs. The major latitude his instructions allowed was permission to un-

cover the crossings Of the White Oak swamp if he found it necessary to cOn-

centrate his troops at Seven Pines.

Once the extreme right flank of the arm had been secured for a time

by Porter's action at Hanover Courthouse, McClellan began to extend the
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forces south of the Chickahominy so as to form an enclave into which the

bulk of the army could concentrate. Keyes was instructed to extend his

line from Seven Pines to the Fair Oaks Station on the Richmond and York

railroad. Around the entire Union position, running from White Oak swanrp

to the Chickahominy was strung a line of pickets approximately as indicated

on the map.

stole 0F Muss —
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REGION OF SEVEN PINE

I McClellan, Report, 213—211;.
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On the face of it this disposition of his troops appears to have been

such as to deliberately ask for an attack on the two corps across the river.

While the left flank of the arm was solidly based on the White Oak swamp,

the right flank, ending just beyond Fair Oaks, was in the air and Offered

the Confederates a wonderful Opportunity to attack from that direction,

split the Army of the Potomac in half and drive the portion of it south of

the river back against the swollen Chickahominy.

McClellan's reasons for his disposition, however, were sound. He

reasoned that the order sendinngcDowell's corps to him was only suspended

and that the I corps' march south would soon be resumed. Thus he believed

he had an obligation to retain his line approximately as it was on the 26th.

He could have thrown his entire army over the river, but to have done so

'would.have involved leaving his supply lines, at this time running from

‘White House, uncovered fer a possible raid by the enemy forces. Had these

supply lines been cut, and had the river again flooded its banks, his army,

'without rations, would either have had to strike rapidly for Richmond or

surrender. He feared that he could not push quickly enough on to Richmond

as it was being strongly fortified and was guarded by a rapidly increasing

am composed of elements brouglt from all over the Confederacy. His only

alternative was to do as he did.1 In view of the results of the engagement

at Seven Pines, he should not be criticized for his plan, for he was able

to reinfOrce his exposed corps during the first days' engagement and to i

drive the Confederates from the field during the second day. The biggest

single tactical error lay in not placing at least a division so as to co-

I Off-{Ce Eggs, 1 ser., XI, I, 30-31.
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cupy the gap between Keyes' right flank and the Chickahominy.

Meanwhile, in the Confederate camp General Johnston had received word

in the evening of May 214 that General McDowell was moving south from Freder-

icksburg with about 140,000 troops to assist in taking the Confederate capi-

tal. Johnston decided to attack McClellan before this junction could take

place since once it was accomplished, Richmond would fall. He elected to

attack McClellan's right flank which was located on the north side of the

Chickahominy and to that end began concentration of the troops to be involved.

While in the process of giving the necessary orders, General J. E. B. Stuart

brought in reports that McDowell had returned to Fredericksburg. This in-

telligence led to a change of plan. Instead of attacking north of the Chicka-

hominy, Johnston resolved to strike at the two corps on the south of that

river, making the Williamsburg road the axis for his attack.1 As to Johns-

'ton's precise plans for the attack, there is some dispute. Johnston later

claimed that he had ordered General Longstreet and General D. H. Hill to ad-

vance down the Williamsburg road while General Huger was to advance down the

Charles City road to protect the right flank of the attack. G. W. Smith was

to occupy a position so as to protect Longstreet's right flank and to guard

against a Union reinforcement of the troops south of the river. G. W. Smith,

however, contended later that Longstreet was to attack down the Nine Mile

road, Hill down the Williamsburg Stage road, and Huger down the Charles City

road in a three-pronged attack with the main weight to fall on the Union '

2

right flank. This misunderstanding of orders may well have been crucial

 

1 g. sci—J,II, 211.

2 Ibid., 225.
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for the Northern cause, for, as will be seen, if the right flank had been

struck earlier, the results of the entire battle might have been altered.

During the night of May 30, heavy rains fell, filling rifle pits,

rendering almost impassable the roads and seriously threatening the bridges

by which the very life of the III and IV corps depended. At about 10:00 AJM.

on the 31st, an aide frdm Johnston's staff was captured by Union pickets.

Although this officer revealed very little about possible actions of the

Southerners, his very presence, so near to the front, testified to immi-

nent operations, and Union men were ordered under arms by 11:00 Add.1 Two

cannon shots, crossing Keyes' headquarters, lent added emphasis to his conp

clusion that a major attack was to come. At about 12:30, Casey's division,

in advance of Seven Pines, was seriously assaulted and the pickets and.nem—

bers of the regiments sent to strengthen them came streaming back into the

main defensive lines of the division. As the Confederate attack progressed,

Casey's full division became involved to such an extent that he had to re-

questrKeyes for aid, which was quickly sent in the form of regiments belong-

ing to General Couch's divisional reserve. These troops were distributed to

the right and left of Casey's position in order to prevent it from being out-

flanked and to prevent its guns from being captured. Keyes also sent word to

Heintzelman that the corps was engaged and asked for reinforcements. By this

time the Confederate attack had deployed to such an extent that if further

reinforcements were to be used they had to move north as far as Fair Oaks.

While the fight was thus developing all along the Union front, Keyes

I M'c'bTeII'an, 9113 Story, 378.
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devoted his personal attention to preparing a second line of defense to be

used when the first gave way. To this end he placed reserve artillery and

infantry as well as detachments of stragglers on both sides of‘Williamsburg

road at its junction with the Nine Mile road. As these arrangements were

being completed, elements of Kearny's division, which had come up from re-

serve positions near White Oak swamp, attacked on the Union left, thus

forcing a drift of the Confederate attack toward Fair Oaks. Nonetheless,

the Confederate attacks continued. The second defensive line which Keyes

had developed was held until the troops were so severely pressed that they

'were forced back to still a third line, which was the finalone of the day.

This development came at about 6:00 P.l.1

Heintzelman, at about 1:00 P.M., heard firing from the vicinity of

Seven Pines and sent two aides to the front to find out what was happening.

At about 2:00 Pam. he received word from Keyes of the attack on Casey and

was asked to send several brigades if they were available. General Birney's

brigade of Kearny's division was ordered forward. At the same time, two

other of Kearny's brigades were ordered to move forward along the Williams-

burg road. it about 2:30 his aides returned, bearing news that Casey's di-

vision was being driven in and that the road in rear of his position was

filled with stragglers. Heintzelman then ordered the rest of his corps

then available to move to support the growing fight and sent word to Sumner

on the northern bank of the river that assistance was needed. Then after

having ridden to the front and conferring with Keyes, Heintzelman devoted

himself to directing his arriving brigades into the fight. These trOOps

 

1 Offic. fie-(3.0, 1 881's, XI, I, 872-879.
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‘were for the most part of Kearny's division, none of Hooker's being engaged

during the first day. During the evening, Heintzelman reformed his lines

so as to be ready for the next day's fight. In general, these lines were

between a mile and a mile and a half in rear of the ones held by Casey

when the fight began.1

McClellan, hearing early reports of the developing action, alerted

Sumner's corps, then/ggsition north of the Chickahominy. Sumner quickly

moved his two divisions to the river banks and there waited for further in-

structions. At 2:30 P.M. he received orders to cross the Chickahominy and

to place his corps in action. The two divisions quickly moved over their

bridges and marched directly toward the sounds of firing. Sedgwick's di-

vision was the first to reach the line which had been established.by Couch

somewhat to the east of Fair Oaks Station. These troops quickly went into

action, one regiment going to the right as flank protection while the others

made an attack to relieve the pressure on Couch. By evening the Union posi-

tion was considerably stabilized and the troops placed in positions along

the railroad tracks from which they could receive the Confederate attacks

expected the next day.

The following morning the Confederate troops began a series of unco-

ordinated attacks up and down the lines on which the fighting had ceased

the night before. Until about midsmorning the Southern trOOps maintained

their initiative but then the Union troops under several of the most aggres-

sive division commanders began heavy counterattacks. Red-faced, explosiveé

tempered, French, and handsome, gallant, hard-drinking Hooker led their men

I Ibido, 812-8170
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in some extremely heavy fighting, eventually driving the Confederates from

all of the places they had gained on the previous day's fighting.1 The '

night of June 1 fell on Union troops in the same positions from which they

had been driven the noon before. The following morning, Hooker's division

advanced several miles toward Richmond, but soon returned to the lines oc-

cupied by the rest of the army.

McClellan's personal conduct during the two—days' battle was both con-

sistent with his notions of war and appropriate for an army commander. He

had.placed the senior corps commander south of the river in charge and he

expected him to fight the battle his own way. As soon as McClellan heard

sounds of firing, he alerted a reserve corps and sent it to the aid of

Heintzelman in ample time to stop the Confederate attack. The proof of his

generalship, of course, can be seen in the relative ease with which Johns-

ton's threat was defeated. McClellan's report to the government, however,

elicited unwarranted sarcasm from Lincoln.

You are probably engaged with the enemy. I suppose he made

the attack;2 Stand well on your guard, hold all your gro—ufid,

or yield any only inch by inch and in good order. This

morning we merge General wool's department into yours giving

you command of the whole, and sending General Dix to Fort

Monroe and General‘W001 to Fort McHgnry. we also send Gener-

al Sigel to report to you for duty.

 

After the battle was over, the wounded cared for, and as many of the-

dead buried as could be found, McClellan turned his attention to the morale

of his trOOps. "Soldiers of the Army of the Potomac" he addressed them:

I Effie. Lee" 1 ser., XI, I, 763‘766, 8170

2 Italics mine.

3 Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XI, III, 205.
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I have fulfilled at least a part of my promise to you.

You are now face to face with the rebels who are held

at bay in front of their capital. The final and de-

cisive battle is at hand. Unless you belie your past

history, the result cannot be for a moment doubtful.

If the trOOps who labored so faithfully and fought so

gallantly-at Yerktown, and who so bravely won the hard

fights at'Williamsburg,‘West Point, Hanover Courthouse,

and Fair Oaks now prove themselves worthy of their

antecedents, the victory is surely ours.

The events of every day prove your superiority. ‘Wherever

you have met the enemy you have beaten him. Wherever

you have used the bayonet he has given way in panic and

disorder. I ask of you now one lastwcrowning effort. The

enemy has staked his all on the issue of the coming battle.

Let us meet him, crush him here, in the very centre of the

rebellion.

Soldiers: I will be with you in this battle, and share

its dangers with.you. Our confidence in each other is

now founded upon the past. Let us strike the blow which

is to restore peace and union to this distracted land.

Upon.your valor1 discipline, and.mutual confidence, the

result depends.

As to more operational matters, McClellan pursued his policy of slowb

ly building up a striking force south of the river. For this he has been

severely criticized by those who believe he should have gone over to the

offensive as soon as the Confederates withdrew on the evening of June 1.

Such critics believe he could have overrun the defenses of Richmond before

they could be prOperly manned by the defeated Confederates. Such an idea

is intriguing if one overlooks the facts with which McClellan was actually

faced. The rains had flooded the Chickahominy to such an extent that the

temporary bridges were washed away. Sumner's corps, while crossing on

May 31, had to splash in water knee deep above the bridge surfaces. On

 

1 The Life, Campaigns and Public Services of General McClellan,

Philadelphia, T. B. Peterson & Brothers, 1855, 53-69.
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June 1 when McClellan attempted to return to the north bank of the river

after the battle, he found the approaches to the bridges submerged and

large sections of the bridges washed away. In addition, the approaches

to the New and.nechanicsville bridges were also under water. These facts

meant that the only way by which troops from the northern shore could be

joined with the three corps south of the river would be by marching them

from.Mechanicsville to Bottom's Bridge, thence up to the vicinity of Fair

Oaks. 'With the roads in the shape they were, such a.march would have con-

sumed the better part of two days, which was time enough for the enemy to

man his forts.

Even had a quick crossing been possible, however, an assault would

have been dangerous, for it must be remembered the Army of the Potomac

was moving places with the intent to stayt This meant that vast quantities

of supplies had to be accumulated and guarded. A precipitate advance upon

Richmond would have left the lines of communication and the supply depot

at'White House open to Cenfederate attack. John Pope was to demonstrate

'within the year the foolishness of moving too far in front of his base of

supplies. Then, too, as long as MbDowell was partly expected, McClellan

had to retain a good sized force north of the Chickahominy to facilitate

McDowell's advance if it were ever started. The advance on Richmond could

not be undertaken alone by the three corps which had fought at Fair Oaks

nor could the two remaining corps be used effectively. McClellan's de-'

cision, viewed from these angles, must be judged to have been sound.

In one respect, McClellan's conduct was, however, seriously in error.

On June 1 he wired Stanton that Casey's division (the one which had borne
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the first shock of the Confederate attack) had given way unaccountably and

disunitedly.1> This remark led to an investigation which revealed that

Casey's division had been composed of the poorest trained men in the army.

In addition, morale in the division was low because of sickness and poor

'work assignments. McClellan, as an army commander who made a fetish of de-

tails, was undoubtedly aware of this situation. Yet he allowed a weak unit

to be assigned the most crucial position in the army's defensive perimeter.

This post should have been assigned to a division such as that of Hooker or

Kearmy, both of which were rapidly gaining reputations for high morale and

combat effectiveness.

The period of consolidation of position after an advance is an es-

pecially difficult one fer any army. The tremendous need for maintaining

the initiative is Opposed squarely by the need to replenish supplies, con-

nect lines, re-establish command channels and to replace casualties. ~The

enemy can at most any time revert from defense to at least a limited of-

fense, thus disrupting the effects of many days' preparation. The attack

of the German Sixth Army on a thinly held sector of the American line in

December, 19hh is illustrative. That attack anticipated by just a matter

of hours the resumption of the general offensive by Allied troops. All

of those offensive plans had to be changed and several months were required

before the last of the German penetration was rectified. McClellan was in

such a position in June, 1862. I

The first major difficulty with which he had to contend was of per-

sonal nature. From the Mexican‘war onwards, McClellan had been afflicted

I OZIICO £90, 1 ser., XI, I, 71490
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with periodic intestinal upsets. On the day the battle of Seven Pines

began, he was sick in bed. Because he believed his presence necessary

on the field, he left his sick bed long enough to visit the battle field

on the second day of the fight. Returning to his headquarters, he again

went to bed in an effort to shake his illness. While never sick enough

to relinquish command, he still was unable to exercise the vigorous sort

of personal command which was his personal forte. He remained on light

duty until the eleventh, and during the period his own morale, usually

exceedingly high, drooped. In a letter to his wife he reflected his low

morale:

It is again raining hard, and has been for several hours.

I feel alm08t discouraged—that is, I would do so did I

not feel that it must all be for the best, and that God

has some great purpose in view through all this. It is

certain that there has not been for years and years such

a season; it does not come by chance. I am quite checked

by it....1

Perhaps had McClellan felt better during these early June days, he might

have matured hi/s palns for the advance on Richmond more quickly than was

done.

A second major problem was the perennial one of reinforcements. His

losses at Seven Pines, although not actually so great as his estimate, he

placed at between five and seven thousand men. In addition, his lengthen-

ing lines of communications were requiring more and more men to handle. He

notified the War Department of his needs and was promised immediate rein-

forcements by five new regiments due to leave Baltimore on June 7. In view

of the fact that new regiments suffered such attrition, through sickness,
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desertion, and the like, on their way to a fighting zone, the five regi-

ments were but a drop in the bucket to his needs. If the regiments began

their move with an average strength of 700 they could be expected to pos-

sess an average strength of little more than 500 men by the time they reach-

ed the peninsula. Thus the government was offering 2,500 reinforcements to

cover losses of upwards of 5,000. McClellan suggested all manner of means

by which more men might be obtained for the army, even suggestion that some

of the forces of the west be brought east for the attack on Richm0nd.

It was unfortunate that his concern over reinforcements should have

led McClellan to give the government another demonstration of his military

pride. McCall's division of McDowell's corps had been ordered to join the

Army'of the Potomac. McDowell asked that this division be so located as to

enable it to revert under the control of the I corps at the first opportuni-

ty. McClellan promptly notified the War Department:

That request does not breathe the proper spirit; whatever

trOOps come to me must be disposed of so as to do the most

good. I do not feel that in such circumstances as those

in which I am now placed, General McD. should wish the gener-

al interests to be sacrificed for the purpose of increasing

his command. ‘

If I cannot fully control all his trOOps, I want none of them,

but would prefer to fight the battle with what I have, and let

others be responsible for the results....

Such a rejoinder was not likely to increase the general's popularity with

than who regarded him as a rather ineffective prima donna m.

A third problem requiring solution before the advance on Richm0nd in-

volved adjusting the Union order of battle on the south bank of the Chicka-

 

I McClellan, Report, 232.



4"-

 

 

 



231

hominy so that sufficient force was there to resume the adyance. The front

in the vicinity of Seven Pines was heavily reinforced. Franklin's VI corps

‘was transferred and posted on the right of the Federal line. To the left of

Franklin were the two corps of Sumner and Heintzelman, while Keyes' corps

‘was maintained in reserve. Porter's V corps remained on the north of the

Chickahominy, and General Casey commanded the guard detachment at the supply

depot at‘White House. Sumner, as the senior corps commander south of the

Chickahominy, was placedin command of all troops on that side of the river.

McClellan retained his own headquarters north of the stream. For the time-

being, McClellan commanded his own zone of communications by virtue of the

transfer of the command of Forthonroe to General Dix and the placing of

that officer under McClellan's orders.

Still a fourth problem or group of problems involved the administration

of the army, which had shown weak spots during the early phases of the camp

paign. Such.matters as faulty fuses on artillery shells, inefficient evacu—

ation of dischargees, excessive attrition of horse and.mule flesh due to im-

proper distribution of rations and the creation of corps artillery reserve

all required the personal attention of the army commander. To guard against

leakage of information, he attempted to regulate, under army control, the

entrance of civilian personnel into the combat zone. And, of course, the

morale of the trOOps had to be kept high. Before each unit left the north

bank for the enclave south of the Chickahominy, they were paraded in full

dress before the army commander and given a short speech. Even cantanker-

ous officers had to be dealt with. Sumner, after the battle of Fair Oaks,

had taken a spot for his headquarters which was subjected to artillery fire.

He repeatedly asked for permission to advance and capture the troublesome

battery. McClellan repeatedly refused.permission on the ground that such
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an attack might precipitate a premature general engagement. McClellan

suggested instead that Sumner move his headquarters, which Sumner refused

to do until given a direct order to move.1

is McClellan was thus engaged tidying up after the battle of Seven-

Pines and preparing for the next move on the Confederate capital, events

had transpired in the Southern camp which were to add materially to the

difficulties of the Army of the Potomac, Johnston had been wounded and

after a brief shift of command of the army to G. W. Smith, Robert E. Lee

became the field commander. In Lee, the Army of Northern Viginia gained

possibly the greatest military mind the American nation has ever produced.

He was to lead his army, inferior in almost every respect save those of

leadership and morale to the Army of the Potomac, through three and one-

half years of bitter war. It was to McClellan's disadvantage that he was

opposed.by Lee at a time when the Confederate regiments were fullest and

before Lee's talented lieutenants had been decimated by battle. It is,

however, the greatest single factor to McClellan's credit that he was able

to oppose Lee at the full tide of Confederate power without sustaining a

defeat.

Lee's particular forte was vigorous offensive warfare, believing that

he could best defend the Confederacy by striking hard at the Federal troops

rather than waiting for the Unionists to strike first. No sooner had he

succeeded to the command of the army than he began to ponder how best to-

wrest the initiative from McClellan. Studying his maps, Lee gradually came

to the conclusion that he could strike quickly at the one Union corps lying
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north of the Chickahominy, which would force McClellan to withdraw the

units south of the river. Before finally deciding upon such an Operation,

however, Lee needed to know how far north Porter's corps actually extended

and whether there was room north of the Union positions to concentrate

troops enough to crush the exposed corps by a surprise attack.

To obtain the needed information, Lee dispatched his young cavalry

leader, J. E. B. Stuart, on an armed reconnaissance. Stuart's alert mind

saw in his mission an opportunity for a great triumph over the Union army.

He decided that not only could he detemine the extent of the Union out— .

posts protecting Porter's corps, but that also he could ride clear around

the Union army, perhaps even destroying the depot at White House. So, on

June 12, Stuart and a bocb' of some 1,200 trOOpers moved out of their camps.

Between that date and June 15, Stuart's command rode completely around the

Union am, destroying a few stores and obtaining the information Lee needed.

HcClellan's casual reaction to this raid must be assigned as a failure

to evaluate properly an important bit of military intelligence. His one

mention of the raid to the War Department was to notify it that "‘lhe stam-

pede of last night has passed away."1 Apparently, he did not attempt to

seek reasons why a relatively small force of the enemy had attempted such

a hazardous undertaking. A commander, properly alert to the importance

of intelligence, needs constantly to assess sudden unexpected movements

of the enm in the light of possible changes in the order of the campaign.

McClellan should have seen in Stuart's raid the precise notion which Lee

was pondering. Having cbne so, he might have anticipated the Southern at-

tack which burst so furiously around his right flank later in the month.

I McCIeIEn, R art, 231.





23h

To confirm the evidence which Stuart's raid made available, McClellan's

trOOps captured a soldier who claimed to have deserted Jackson's army,

which was then believed to be operating in the Shenandoah Valley. This

deserter carried the story that Jackson's troops were enroute from the

valley to the vicinity of Richmond.with the assigned.mission of attacking

McClellan's rear. This report was forwarded to'Washington for interpre-

tation and elicited one of Stanton's most shrewd military papers. Stanton

reasoned that Jackson was deliberately circulating stories of moves in dif-

ferent directions with the intent to deceive the Union army. Probably,

Stanton suspected, Jackson's real movement was to Richmond. By the time

that McClellan saw Stanton's interpretation, hwoever, he had obtained other

corroborative information indicating the certainty of Jackson's approach.

Meanwhile, the Union preparations for an advance continued. McUlellan

planned on a major attack taking place on the 26th or 27th of June. In

order for the trOOps who were to participate in the attack to have a good

point of departure, he ordered the troops of Heintzelman's corps, supported

by Keyes' troops, to a heavy woods extending a little over a quarter of a

mile to their front. From positions thus gained, a better notion of what

had to be overcome by the major attack could be obtained. Between 8:00

and 9:00 A.M. on the 25th, Heintzelman's troops began their advance, en-

countering heavy resistence almost at once. However, by nightfall the

limited objectives had all been attained and McClellan could wire Washington

that all was quiet. But not for long was it quiet, for on the next day,

Lee succeeded in wresting the initiative from the slowly advancing Union

armies. So violent was the onslaught that McClellan was fortunate to escape
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‘without sustaining a major defeat.

'While he failed to interpret Stuart's raid correctly, McClellan did

keep fairly close track of troop movements in Richmond. On the 20th he

reported that troops were moving into Richmond from all over the South

and that there was no reason to suppose that there was any Confederate

intention of evacuating Richmond. In this same letter to the President,

McClellan asked permission to lay forth a statement of his views as to

the state of military affairs in the entire country. Although on the 22nd

he informed Lincoln that the statement would not be submitted for a time,

there is reasonable certainty that it was prepared and that it was the

paper handed to the President shortly after the Seven Days' battles.



CHAPTER X

THE SEVEN DAYS

While McClellan was ironing out the difficulties in his position prior

to his next major.move, General Lee evolved a plan of attack designed to re-

lieve Richmond. Rather than attack the Union left, he resolved to smash at

the one corps remaining north of the Chickahominy. He reasoned that such a

blow would drive the one corps back against the Chickahominy and force the

other four corps either to withdraw from the vicinity of Richmond or else

come out of their emplacements for a fight in the open, with the advantage

in favor of the Confederates. Lee also reasoned that striking at the Union

right would enable him to cut through the Union supply and communications

axis running from White House. Of course, such a plan had dangers. McClel-

lan, assailed north of the Chickahominy, could either sacrifice his one corps

and push on to Richmond with the four already south of the river, or he could

quickly cross Porter's corps south of the river and strike the lightly held

defenses of Richmond with his entire army. Lee, however, was willing to take

such a chance, believing that even if McClellan elected to attack Richmond,

the trOOps under Huger and.nacgruder, left to contain the Union front, were

sufficient to delay the attack until the bulk of the Southern forces could

be recrossed to their aid. Further, Lee did not believe that McClellan‘would

take such a chance, for to have done so involved cutting loose from supplies

and from the entire strategic concept upon which McClellan was Operating.

MCClellan's actual actions, however, were not anticipated by the Confederate
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leader, although the possibility Of shifting the base had been suggested

as an alternative for the Federal troops to adopt. In preparation for the

assault, Lee ordered Jackson to move from the Shenandoah Valley. Jackson,

in compliance, moved his army, surrounded by the utmost secrecy, in the

direction of Richmond. His purposely circulated rumors kept the Union

authorities in a turmoil until several days before the actual attack com-

menced.

On Monday, the 23rd of June, Lee called a meeting of Generals Long-

street, Jackson, A. P. Hill, and D. H. Hill at army headquarters on the

Mechanicsville road. Lee stated that Whiting had been sent to the Shenan-

doah and that the newspapers had been informed of heavy additional reinforce—

ments having been sent there. The reason for the deception, of course, was

to conceal the fact that Jackson's valley army was within several marching

days of the Chickahominy. Lee told the generals that he had resolved to

strike MbClellan's army on the north of the Chickahominy and that the four

divisions whose commanders were present were selected to do the Job. He

then retired to the next room, leaving his four generals to work out the

details. his Jackson had the longest march to make, he was allowed to set

the time for the attack. Overly Optimistic, it was set at daylight on the

26th. Lee returned and gave approval to the general plan by which A. P.

Hill was to cross the Chickahominy at Meadow Bridge, Longstreet at the

Mechanicsville Bridge, and D. H. Hill to follow Longstreet. Jackson was

to cross the Chickahominy some seven miles or so above Mechanicsville, to

turn the Union right flank. The entire attack was to begin when.Jackson

‘was in position and had.made liaison with General Branch, who would be
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protecting Lee's left. The map below shows the proposed plan of attack.
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ATTACK AGAINST PORTER'S CORPS

The following day, Lee confinmed the verbal agreements with the fol-

lowing order:

At 3 o'clock Thursday morning, the 26th instant, General

Jackson will advance on the road leading to Pole Green

Church, communicating his march to General Branch, who

will immediately cross the Chickahominy and take the road

leading to Mechanicsville. As soon as the movements of

these columns are discovered, General A. P. Hill, with the

rest of his division, will cross the Chickahominy near

Meadow Bridge....The enemy being driven from Mechanics-

ville, and the passage across the bridge opened, General

Longstreet, with his division and that of General D. H. Hill,
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will cross the Chickahominy at or near that point-

General D. H. Hill moving to the support of General

Jackson, and General Longstreet supporting General

A. P. Hill-the four divisions keeping in communi-

cation with each other, and moving en echelon on

separate roads, if practicable, the left division

in advance, with skirmishers and sharpshooters ex-

tending their front, will sweep down the Chicka-

hominy, and endeavor to drive the enemy from.his

position above New Bridge, General Jackson bearing

well to his left, turning Beaver Dam Creek, and

taking the direction toward Cold Harbor, etc.1

From all of the evidence he had accumulated, McClellan at last be-

came convinced that Lee, reinforced by Jackson, was about to attack the

right flank of the Union army. After notifying Fitz John Porter, commands

ing the right flank corps, John Dix, commanding at Fort Monroe, and Burn-

side, located on the North Carolina Coast2 of the probable attack, McClel-

lan issued a diatribe at the authorities in washington. He was, he stated,

about to be attacked by heavy Confederate forces estimated at about 200,000

troops. If those reports proved true, he warned'washington that he would

have a difficult time with his inferior numbers. He would, however, do the

best he could and wOuld gladly die with his army if it were overwhelmed. If

disaster resulted, he believed that no responsibility could be assigned to

him for he had done all in his power to warn the government of the need for

more trOOps.3

This off his chest, he turned to more practical matters. As early as

the 23rd.he had begun seriously to consider shifting his base Of supplies

from the York River, where it could not be adequately protected, to some
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2 Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XI, III, 253, 25h, 257.
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place on the James under the sheltering protection of the Union gunboats.

Troops were dispatched overland to select suitable locations for a supply

depot and some supplies were ordered from the York to the James without

ever having been unloaded. ‘Whether:McClellan would use the new base was

to depend upon the outcomes of the campaign then commencing. If the de-

fenses proved too formidable, the shift would be made. If, on the other

hand, the Union advance continued,‘White House would continue to be the

place over which the life of the army poured in the form of piles Of amp

munition, bacon, and clothing. In addition, he gave personal attention

to the defensive arrangements Porter had made north of the Chickahominy.

He went over the corps' dipositions, carefully checking the specific

positions of brigades, regiments, and even artillery batteries. The en-

tire defensive position, shown on the map on the next page, was covered

by'a line of outposts west of Hechanicsville toward Meadow Bridge and by

cavalry pickets to the right rear of the corps front.

.At midnight of the 25th, McClellan was enough convinced of the imp

minence of Lee's attack that he wired Porter that Jackson's trOOps were

approaching and for Porter to prepare for battle. TO this end, Porter

alerted his troops, sent the wagons rearward and ordered the main defenses

manned. Early the following morning, McClellan's suspicions were con-

firmed by increased activity along Porter's front, particularly in front

of Reynold's troops. By noon it had become apparent that the Confederates

'were intending to cross the Chickahominy in force. Porter's general.plan

called for his pickets to make a strong demonstration well in advance Of

the main line of defenses. 'When the Confederates had been forced to deploy
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prematurely, the pickets were to withdraw to the main defenses. McClellan,

in turn, also made plans and preparations. In an order to Porter, he wrote:

Your dispositions of your trOOps are approved by the comp

mending general....If you are attacked, be careful to state

as promptly as possible the number, composition, and posi-

tion of the enemy. The trOOps on this side will be held

ready either to support you directly or to attack the enemy

in their front. If the force attacking you is large, the

general would prefer the latter course, counting upon your

skill and the admirable troops under your command to hold

their own against superior numbers long enough for him to

make the decisive movement which will determine the fate

of Richmond.1

 

 

 
UNION POSITIONS JUNE 25, 1862.

Porter's selection of a defensive line along Beaver Dam Creek was a happy

one s The banks of the valley were steep and forces advancing could be

"""1' g. a _I_._., II, 328.
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fired upon from the flanks as well as the front. The stream was over waist

deep, hence difficult for men and more so for artillery to pass. After

visiting this front and making sure that all was ready, Porter returned to

his headquarters to listen to telegraphic reports from the other elements

of the army.

At about 2:00 P.M. a single cannon boomed in the vicinity of Mechanics-

ville announcing the crossings of the Confederates. At once the well-laid

plans were implemented and the divisions occupied their positions. At about

3:00 P. M. the enemy began to cross almost simultaneously at Mechanicsville,

Meadow Bridge, and above. The Union outposts then began to retire to the

east bank of Beaver Dam Creek. After passing Mechanicsville, the attacking

force divided into two columns, one taking the road to the right to Eller-

son's Mill, while the larger group came into the valley Of Beaver Dam Creek.

'When these troops came within effective small arms range, Union infantry and

artillery opened fire with devastating effect. The enemy were driven back.

The second column struck against Seymour at Ellerson's Mill, but Seymour's

direct and Reynold's flanking fire drove them back. Late in the afternoOn

the Confederates again launched an assault, but it was broken quite easily

and the Confederates were again forced to withdraw.1

Early during the fire fight on the 26th, McClellan had gone to Porter's

headquarters, where the two generals discussed future plans. In their dis-

cussions they were influenced to a considerable extent by reports of Jack-

son's approach, which would make the Beaver Dam position untenable. Mc-

Clellan left Porter's headquarters at about 1:00 A.M. on the 27th with the

understanding that as soon as he reached his headquarters to check on other

 

1 Ibid., 330.
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developments he would inform Porter of the orders for the next day.

McClellan became convinced that the Beaver Dam Creek position, while

successfully defended thus far had its right flank too much in the air and

'was too far from the main body for prolonged defense. He therefore resolved

to bring as much material as possible to the south bank of the river and to

withdraw the V corps to a position in a semi-circle guarding the bridges

across the river. In this position the flanks would be reasonably secure

and the corps would.be within supporting distance of the entire army. This

plan would allow time for perfecting plans for the movement to the James

River.1 At least.part Of the decision was based upon reports McClellan re-

ceived from the other corps commanders concerning the enemy forces in front

Of their respective positions. Early on the 26th a circular was sent to

the corps on the south bank asking how many troops they could spare for the

aid of Porter. Heintzelman replied that he could spare two brigades but

that they probably would not be in condition to fight. Keyes replied that

_ he could spare none, as it appeared that the forces which were opposing him

had not diminished.

The position.McClellan selected for the new defenses was east of Powhite

Creek about six miles from Beaver Dam Creek. The line of battle was semi-

circular with the flanks resting on the Chickahominy. The midrsection rested

on the high ground east of the creek. Part of the front was covered by the

ravine Of the creek and the east bank of the stream afforded ample cover for

infantry and artillery. Before sunrise on the 27th the trOOps had all been

2

withdrawn from Beaver Dam Creek and were deployed in their new positions.
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In addition to possessing great natural strength, the new position of

Porter's corps was manned in a most efficient way. Seige guns which had

been used on the 26th were withdrawn south of the Chickahominy. From posi-

tions protected by Franklin's corps they were used effectively to give flank

protection to Porter during the engagement of the 27th. The two divisions

of Morrell and Sykes were assigned the perimeter Of the enclave with their

own reserves strengthened by army artillery. Gaps in the infantry line were

plugged with additional sections of guns. McCall's division was kept in

corps reserve while Cooke's cavalry was again assigned a flank-protection

mission.

Although his full corps was available, Porter quickly saw that his

troops were still too few to handle the entire area assigned him. He re-

quested additional men from McClellan, who, although quite willing to pro—

vide them, was prevented from doing so because of fears of commanders south

of the river. Franklin had been instructed to send Slocum's corps to Porter's

aid but the order was cancelled.when Franklin represented his position as

being in danger Of being Overrun. Thus Porter was forced to fight the bulk

of Lee's army with his own corps alone.

The question naturally arises as to why McClellan did not reinforce

Porter, especially after the engagement of the 26th and revealed the extent

of Lee's attack. The answer to this question is twofold. Firstly, to have

pulled divisions south of the river would have negated.much of’McClellan's

strategic planning. He intended pushing on to Richmond either from the line

Of the Chickahominy or from a position along the James. To have withdrawn

troops would have done exactly as Lee wished and.would possibly have so
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unhinged the entire campaign as to force a retreat back toward'Iorktown.

Secondly, McClellan could ill afford to weaken his troops south of the

Chickahominy when all of the dispatches from that sector indicated the

presence of the enemy in heavy numbers. McClellan's estimates of an

enemy force of 200,000 men forced him to keep maximum force at every

point at which contact with the enemy had been established. Postwar

studies have revealed that his estimate was incorrect. At the time, how-

ever, McClellan had to make his estimates on the intelligence he had avail-

able. He knew the size Of the forces facing Porter. Commanders south Of

the river reported in such a way as to point to almost equally strong units

there. Combining these two pieces of information confirmed his earlier

guesses based upon the reports of Pinkerton's detectives. Under these

circumstances, McClellan's decision to give Porter as strong a position

as possible and to let him fight his battle must be Judged sound. To have

played a hunch, although possibly paying dividends in the form of a vic-

tory, was too dangerous for McClellan to attempt in view of the critical

political situation of the Union government.

After seeing to the dispositions of his trOOps, Porter established

his command post at Adams House, from which he could observe a goodly

part of his defense. He fully realized the Odds his corps faced, but,

believing that the life of the campaign, the army, and even the nation .

depended on his fight, he resolved to hold his ground at least during the

27th.1
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Once the disposition Of Porter's corps was under way, McClellan needed

to give considerable thought to his next moves. He had made up his mind by

this time that a change Of base was essential. He was concerned about his

supplies at'White House and took pains to see that they were cleared out

insofar as possible. He asked that all future reinforcements be sent to

Fort Monroe until the situation could be clarified.1

When the action of the 26th was over, Lee called his division commanders

together at Lumpkin House to review the situation, although Jackson could not

be present. Orders were issued for resumption Of the Offensive the next'mornr

ing. When it was launched only feeble resistance was encountered and soon the

divisions of Longstreet, A. P. Hill, and D. H. Hill were across Beaver Dam

Creek in pursuit of what was supposed was a fleeing enemy. At Gaines Mill,

where Lee had expected the Unionists to make their stand, only a rear guard

'was found which was quickly dispersed. On the Confederates moved to the

crossroads Of New Gold Harbor. From the woods to the south of that point

came a crash Of Union artillery, and the Confederate forces realized that

they had struck the enem in perhaps the most defensible position in the

entire area.2

"A. P. Hill committed his division first, deploying his brigades as

they arrived. Each brigade hurled itself against the strong Union lines

held by Martin and.norell and each was driven back by terrific artillery

fire. This procedure lasted from about 2:00 P.M. to h:00 P.M. when there

came a lull, giving the Union defenders a chance to replenish their
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ammunition. During the lull, Porter sent a second request to McClellan

for aid. Slocum arrived in response to this plea and was used to piece

out the line. French and.Meagher's brigades of Summer's corps did not

arrive until near dark.

Again the fire fight broke out all along the line, this time, howb

ever, involving almost the entire Union position. Longstreet had deployed

his division and was trying to help A. P. Hill finish Off the affair. Then

far to the left, D. H. Hill came up and the Union line was further extended.

Back and forth the fight roared; now the Confederates would.make some slight

gain, only to lose it shortly thereafter to Union counterattack. At 6:00

P.M. the attack died out, only to be resumed a.half hour later. That as-

sault was repulsed all along the line. By this time the sun had sunk be-

low'the horizon and.Porter had begun to think that the worst was over and

that he could retire under cover of darkness. Then as the shades of even-

ing were beginning to fall, the entire Confederate line, this time with

Jackson's division in position, began to crackle. This last assault was

successful, for Hood's Texans managed to cross the swamp which had been

holding up the activities all day and entered the Union position. ‘With

the position thus broken, the entire line was forced to withdraw, re-

forming in rear of the Adams House behind Sykes' division and the brigades

of French and Meagher.

These two days are perhaps crucial in an evaluation of the entire.

seven days' battle. If’HcClellan was justified in his conduct on June 26

and 27, then a good case can be made out for him for the remainder of the

campaign. On the face of the evidence, it is fairly easy to criticize him
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for not employing the full weight of his army against Lee, for while he

finally took definite steps to reinforce Porter, he at no time considered

such a drastic step as recalling a full corps to aid in the fight. Mc-

Clellan himself argues that

To have done more [recall more troops from the south bank

of the river] even though Porter's reverse had been pre-

vented, would have had the still more disastrous result

of imperilling the whole movement across the Peninsula.1

we know now that his four corps were actually faced by numerically inferior

Confederate forces which had the benefit of defensive positions. McClellan,

however, was forced to believe that the forces Opposing him on the south of

the Chickahominy were at least equal to his own since the testimony of his

corps commanders and the testimony of his secret service agents supported

such a belief. In addition, the Confederates kept up such realistic demon-

strations as to keep unbalanced the Union line throughout both days. In

this activity John Macgruder was an artist.

It is quite easy for armchair strategists to look at a map and reach

the conclusion that a way to complete victory lay open. It is Just as easy

for subordinate commanders to reach the same conclusion, especially if they

can make the stroke. In the fall of l9hh the American General, Patton,

‘brought all sorts of pressure on the Supreme Commander for supplies neces-

sary to sustain a dash into Germany. Eisenhower, however, was obliged to

consider matters of over—all strategy in refusing Patton's request. His

concept of the entire campaign was based upon the destruction of the German

armies along the entire front. Such a purpose would not have been served
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had Patton been allowed his head. Rather than do the flashy the supreme

commander elected to build solidly so that when a breakthrough was made,

it would be decisive. In.many respects, McClellan was in the same posie

tion. There was great pressure for him to do the flashy. He could quite

easily either issue orders for the all-out support of Porter or for an all-

out offensive against Richmond. In either case, his own strategic concept

of the war would not have been furthered. His own concept involved.moving

south in such numbers and with such weight as to defeat the enemy and to

impress him with the full majesty of the Union strength. He tried to do

this by Operating from a base on the Yerk River, but found that the region

to the east of Richmond, the tenacity of its defenders, and the loss of

effectiveness through Jackson's threats in the valley prevented this de-

sign from being accomplished from that position. He thus resolved to shift

his base of operations to the James River.

The night of June 27 and the day of June 28 were times of feverish

activity for the Union trOOps. McClellan had become convinced that Mc-

Dowell would never come to him and that his only salvation lay in with-

drawing to the area of the James River some lb miles to the south. The

problems involved were manifold and it was to their solution that McClel-

lan devoted his talents. He needed, of course, to insure that he would

be adequately supplied from the James and he early began sending supplies

from the York around to the vicinity of Harrison's Bar on the James. At

sunset on the 28th, the-big supply depot at White House was abandoned to

the enemy after General Casey had embarked the defense troops and after

some hOO loaded vessels had been sent down the York. White House itself
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was burned-this in spite of all of McClellan's previous efforts to save

it and the avalanche of criticism his efforts occasioned.l For supplies

which had moved down the pipe-line toward combat areas, McClellan made

other dispositions. ‘All men were to carry three days' rations in their

knapsacks. ‘Wagons from all corps were to be sent to Savage's Station to

be filled with essential supplies and ammunition. To make room, all un—

necessary tents and officers' baggage were to be destroyed. All wounded

except the walking wounded were to be left, under the care of medical of-

ficers amply provided with supplies of all sorts.2 Livestock was driven

overland to the new base. So important was the sending of supplies that

MCClellan himself Spent a great part of the day at Savage Station expe-

diting the logistical flow.

His tactical problem was several-fold. The path to the James River

led over a difficult piece of terrain called the White Oak swamp. This

region was quite passable during dry seasons, but during wet seasons the

many roads which crossed the swamp became well nigh unpassable. (See

map.) McClellan's first objective was to move his army and its trains

through this swamp without having Lee fall on his rear. Once the swamp

was passed his next 30b was to traverse the seven road.miles from.the

high ground south of the swamp to positions on the James River under the

cover of union gunboats. This last phase of the move was especially danger-

ous, since Lee had good roads leading from Richmond from which he could.

launch attacks at the Federal flanks. The conceptual.map on the next page
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Lee's problem, on the other hand, was equally difficult. As of the

morning of June 28, he could not be sure whether McClellan would move

farther down the Chickahomim, recross his five corps and strike to re-

establish his supply lines up the peninsula or whether he would move to

the James. 'Ihus, Lee could not institute a vigorous pursuit until the

situation had become clarified. Once he“ became convinced that the James

River was IcClellan's destination, Lee had to issue orders getting the

bulk of his aim south of the Chickahomirw and onto loClellan's flanks

as he emerged from the White Oak swamp. He gave up the idea of striking

McClellan from the rear since the nature of the terrain was such as to

make it particularly adaptable for rear guard actions. The wq Lee solved

his problas throws much light on his own military philosophy and on the

capabilities of his subordinates who had to execute the plan. He assigned

Jackson the most difficult of the roles. That general was to repair the

Grapevine Bridge which Porter had destroyed. Then he was to move along

the Chickahalim, sweeping it clear of any Union troops in the area. Long-

street and D. H. Hill were to move to the Charles City and New Market roads

and so end up astride llcClella'n's flank. llacgruder and Huger, who had held

llcClellan's four corps at bay during the 26th and 27th, were to pursue the

Federals and them to make Junction with the left flank of Longstreet once

he was in position.

At a meeting held late at night at Trent House, McClellan issued the

march orders to his corps commanders. Each comander was fln‘nished a map

giving the position each was to occupy until the next evening when the
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1

entire am was expected to have crossed the White Oak swamp. Reyes was

ordered to disengage his corps and to move across the swamp before day-

break the following morning. He was then to occupy positions from which

he could cover the crossings of the rest of the army.2 Keyes moved, but

found that the bridges, destroyed by Hooker earlier in June, had to be re-

built, so it was several hours after daybreak before the first troops could

be crossed. Two of his brigades, however, were south of the swamp, together

with several batteries of artillery. These troOps were in position guarding

the marles City, llew Harket, and Quaker roads. By nightfall the rest of

his corps was over.3 Porter's corps, so cut up from Hechanicsville and

Gaines llill, was also crossed over during the day of June 28 and also took

up defensive positions. Franklin's corps, occupying the right flank posi-

tion of the am was ordered to withdraw his corps and to cover the con-

centration of Sumner and Heintzelman at Savage Station. This was done and

an abortive attack by two Georgia regiments was repulsed in the process}

Sumner's and Heintzelman's corps and Slocum's division of Franklin's corps

were ordered to occupy an are covering Savage Station. They were to remain

all during the dq of the 29th and then to fall back across the swamp.5

Sumner abandoned his works at Fair Oaks at daylight on the morning of the

29th and proceeded to the principal depot at Orchard Station where McClellan

had ordered the destruction of all government property. Following the

2 lcCl Report 2 .

3 Office 520:0, 8.;0, II, II, 192e

h g. a L., II, 367.

5 McClellan, R rt, 256.



25h

accaaplishment of this chore the corps was marched to Allen's field and

1

into bivouac. Heintzelman went to Savage Station on the morning of June

2

28. He mainsd throughout that day and the next.
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While these complex movements were being planned and execuwd, McClel-

lan took time to write a most curious letter to the Secretary of War. Some

analysis of it is in order because of the use critics of McClellan have made

of it.1 'I now know,” he said, ”the whole history of the dv. The corps

on the south bank repulsed several strong attacks. The one corps on the

other bank was overwhelmed Just after I had brought my last reserves in.“

Now this is obviously an overstatement. There were troops on the south

bank of the Chickahuniny which could have been employed—troops which saw

no action during the day. However, given the validity. of McClellan's

reasons for not reinforcing Barter, HoClellan's statement is not too far

from being accurate. 11:. losses he said had been high. He believed that

the battle would prove to have been the most desperate of the war. Then

he said "Had I (20,000) twenty thousand, or even (10,000) ten thousand

fresh troops to use tomorrow, I could take Richm0nd, but I have not a man

in reserve, and shall be glad to cover aw retreat, and save the material

and personnel of the any." n. question, of course, arises as to whether

this was Just rhetoric or did McClellan actually believe it. One can never

be sure, but one can make some guesses. He, as has been emphasized in this

work, advocated the set-piece offense in which all troops had a predetermined

role to play. He, for a long time, had counted upon IcDowell's corps as his

mass for maneuver. His plans for a knockout blow always were based upon

some such force. He perhaps was only underscoring his need for such a re-

BOflOe

I Williams, Lincoln Finds 3 General.
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He then repeated that he was not responsible for the loss of the

battle. He still hoped, however, to retrieve the Union fortunes, but

to do so he was convinced that the government would have to view the war

with the seas seriousness that he did. The government must send him large

reinforcements at once. In this one must suspect that he was more right

than wrong. 105,000 troops was none to many for the task with which he

was faced. Grant, during the campaign of the manner of 1861;, had more

troops under his command and yet his fight took all summer. McClellan

must be regarded as an alarmist were it not for the fact that his Judgment

was, in almost every. essential respect, vindicated by the subsequent con-

duct of the war under Grant with the full support of the government. He

ended thuslys

I feel too earnestly tonight, I have seen too many dead

and wounded canrades, to feel otherwise than that the

government has not sustained this army. If you do not

do so now, the game is lost.

IfI save this amnow, I tellyouplainly thatI owe

no thanks to you, or to any other persons in Hashington.

You have done your best to sacrifice this am.1

mess were strong words, yet reading tbs one must rauber that the

very fact that Porter was alone on the north bank of the Chickahominy was

because of Washington's vacillating policy in reference to lchowell. Had

not IcClellan been forced to extend that hand to the north in anticipation

of Ichowell's often ordered Junction the change of base might have been

accomplished much earlier or the entire am might have been massed on the

south of the Chickahominy. McClellan was upset; the telegra- was written

I llcCleIIan, Re art, 258.
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as Porter's cut-up units were streaming across Grapevine Bridge3 it was

bound to reflect that great emotion.

The telegram was, nevertheless, unfair, although the last portion

was never received by the Iashington authorities. Lincoln and Stanton

were doing everything possible to help the any. Lincoln wired Burnside

to go at once to the aid of McClellan and Stanton sent more specific in-

structions for the move. Lincoln also notified Goldsborough that the enalw ‘

had broken oomunications with McClellan and that he should do everything

possible to aid the am and to establish conunications via the James.

General Dix at Fort lonroe was also given the same instructions. Stanton

wired Halleck ordering 25,000 men from the west to aid McClellan, specify-

ing the route these troops were to travel. All of these were worthwhile

efforts. The only trouble was—they were taken too late. McClellan had

recommended such action a month earlier when, had the recommendations been

followed, the course of the peninsular campaign might have been altered.

Early on Sunday morning, June 29, McClellan moved his command post

from Savage's Station across mt. Oak swamp. A good portion of that day

he spent examining the ground where he believed he would fight once his

am crossed the swamp. In crossing the mo. 0.1: swamp, he found um.

a umber of tangles had resulted from too mam troops and supplies on

the poor roads at the same time. These difficulties he straightened out,

then turned his attention to the approaches from Richmond, giving orders

as to posting of troops and to the placing of obstacles. After examining

the ground nearer the James, he reached the conclusion that llalvern Hill

was the key to the entire area. He arranged for signal communication
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between Halvern Hill and Haxall's plantation, then went aboard Rodgers'

gunboat to discuss supply matters. It was Rodgers ' Opinion that the

am should retire to a position below City Point, as the channel closer

to Richmond was so near the southern shore that transports could not

operate if the hostile shore were defended. Rodgers recommended Har-

rison's Landing as the best place for concentration of the am}

HeClellsn's disposition of his troops was such that he could offer

marina protection to elusnts coming through Ihite Oak swamp. Porter

was moved, together with Keyes, closer to the James ’River to occupy posi—

tions near Turkey Bend. The other corps were to hold their ground during

the day of June 29 and pass the white Oak swamp that night. Franklin's-

corps was to cover the final passage of the swamp.2

lhe fighting on June 29 took place at two places—Allen's Farm and

Savage's Station. it daybreak on the 29th,. Sumner's corps evacuated the

works at Fair Oaks and marched via Orchard Station to Allen's Farm. His

two divisions were formed to the right of the railroad facing Richmond

with Richardson on the right and Sedgwick on the left. it about 9:00 1.1!.

anew forces came up to Allen's farm and comenced a furious fire fight

against the right flank of the. corps. Sumner at once replied with three

batteries and infantry fire from French's brigade of Richardson's division.

One regiment of French's brigade had occupied a farm house near the point

of Confederate attack and from that place finally repulsed the Southern

3

efforts by about 11:00 Adi.

I McClain Own Stogz, h29.
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At about the time of Sumner's fight, Franklin received word that

Confederate troops had occupied Trent's house. Together he and Smith rode

to Savage's Station but found no troops at that place. He notified Sumner

of this fact, also telling him that he would move Smith's division to fill

the gap. Sumner sent back word that as quickly as he could become dis-

engaged at Allen's he would move to Savage's Station. At about this time,

Heintzelman rode up and after hearing of the arrangements said he would

bring his corps to Savage's Station.1 A little after noon Sumner's corps

appeared and Sumner assumed command of the field.2 Sumner said later in

his report that he ordered Heintzelman to hold the I‘illiamsburg road while

he put his own and Franklin's corps in order of battle between the Filliams-

burg road and the railroad. The left of these two corps rested on a heavy

patch of woods while the right curved around and followed the railroad

tracks for a short distance. I

The day was hot and sultry, and the troops had nothing much to do ex-

cept wait for either an attack or for nightfall when they could continue

their withdrawal. The place had been an intermediate supply depot and

large quantities of Jettisoned supplies were burning. From time to time

shells would burst as the fire reached them. The place also had served as

a collecting point for wounded, and about 2,500 Union troops were in hospi-

tal tents in the area.‘ Just before lnoo 9.x. Sedgwick and Franklin rode

over to one of, the hospitals to visit wounded and from there started to

visit Heintzelman, whom they supposed was astride the Williamsburg road

. & ., II, 370-371.
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to their left. As they drew near where they supposed him to be they were

fired upon by artillery. A few moments later they received a signal that

strong forces of infantry were moving up the railroad accompanied by a

railroad car with a rifled cannon mounted on it. Franklin at once reported

to Sumner for orders. Sumner ordered Burns to attack the woods near the

road, but this was broken up by Confederate artillery. The enenw then

launched an infantry attack and managed to break Burns' line. Sumner,

however, placed himself at the head of two regiments and charged the gap

made in Burns' line. The enem was finally driven from the woods. Then

on the left, Brooks' brigade of Smith's division moved forward! along the

lillismsburg road. He drove the enenw back, but sustained rather heavy

losses.1 This action continued until after dark.

When the enenw had begun his attack, Sumner fully expected the corps

under Heintzelman to have replied. Not until some .time later did he dis- ,

cover that Heintzelman had retreated with his entire corps for lhite Oak

swamp. Heintzelman's failure, however, was due to an incorrect evaluation

of the situation. He had talked to Sumner earlier in the afternoon and had

been invited to help select positions at Savage's Station. Before Heintzel-

man could go to Savage's Station, he had to return to his own corps to take

care of his flank uncovered by Sumner's withdrawal from Allen's farm. After

getting his corps on the road, he rode back to Savage's Station, but finding

the area quite packed with troops, he assumed that his corps would not b.

needed. As an aide fran llcClellan's headquarters came up about this time

to serve as guide through lhite Oak swamp, Heintaelnan withdrew his corps.

_‘TW :1, 373.
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In doing this, of course, Heintzelman was remiss, since Sumner was the

senior officer. On the other hand, Summer's staff work was faulty in not

detecting the absence of Heintzelman's corps until the battle actually

started. It is doubtful, however, whether the error made any real dif-

ference. Macgrader, who commanded the Confederate troops, spent the en-

tire afternoon in fear of a Federal attack and only loosed his attack

after pre-emptory orders from Lee. Even then he employed only one division

and two other regiments, a force with which Sumner and Franklin were quite

capable of dealing.

About a half hour after the fight, Franklin asked Sumner for permission

to move out for lhite Oak swamp. Sumner refused on the ground that he never

left. a victorious field. Franklin remonstrated and pointed out that he had

a clear order from McClellan to move out. Smer still said no, pointing

out that McClellan had issued the order before the fight and that the Union

victory changed the entire situation. Just as an impasse sealed to develop,

an side from McClellan came up, indicating that HcClellan knew there had

been a fight and that he still wanted the withdrawal carried out. This con-

vinced Sumner and he granted permission to Franklin to leave.1

In Washington, Lincoln and Stanton placed the most favorable interpre-

tation on the silence from the Peninsula. A menorandum was sent to Seward,

at that time in New York, describing the events of the 26th and 27th and

pointing up intelligence that lcClellan might be fighting in Richmond. ‘

Stanton added several points predicting that McClellan would be in Richmond

2

in two days. Such optimism is characteristic of those who study military

"'"""1 B. a 5., II, 375.
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operations from maps alone. In the spring of l9h0 many first-rate military

men predicted that the F‘rmch would cut through the German arm probing to-

ward Abbeville and thus stop the invasion of France. Even those who are

in constant contact with battle sometimes fall victim to this over-optimism

created by a study of naps. General Patton, at the time of the German

breakthrough in December, 19M.» suggested allowing the Germans to push all

the way to Paris and then cutting the column in half, overlooking, of course,

the logistical considerations. The German offensive in 191).; that raced

through Belgim was stopped because the German commanders did what Lincoln

would have had McClellan do—outrun supplies. Quite possibly a break could

have been made for Richmond, but Lee, of course, would have prevented it

frombeing erything more than a costly victory with no real consequences.

Between the end of the battle of Gaines Hill and the opening of the

battle of Halvern Hill on July 1, the most crucial engagement was that

fought at Glendale or Frayser's fem south of White Oak swamp. At this

point, llcClellan's retreating arm had not yet achieved the protection of

Union gunboats on the James. Running past that point, his long line of

wagons and heavy artillery were most vulnerable. Lee had quickly seen

that if McClellan changed to a base on the James, this region must be the

logical point of concentration for the Confederates if their efforts to

stop HcClellan were to succeed. To this end, Jackson was to cut down along

the south bank of the Chickahomirw. Hacgruder was to follow on the rear

of the retreating Union forces. The rest of the troops were to make a

wide sweep and come in on the Union flank via the Charles City, Central and

New Market roads. When Hacgruder demonstrated his incapacity at the battle
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of Savage's Station, Jackson was assigled his mission and Hacgruder's

forces were sent to cooperate in the main effort south of the swamp. If

these forces could concentrate so as to bring their full weight to bear

on the Union host, HcClellan's fine am might be destroyed with, of course,

untold political implications. Lee's plan was brilliant in conception and

casts great credit upon his aggressiveness, but in evolving the plan in-

sufficient attention was devoted to the details by which it had to be eme-

cuted. Jackson was assigned the kind of mission at which he was especially

adroit. But Jackson and his men were tired. He Just did not have sufficient

vigor to execute the design Lee had in mind. The timing of the attack on the

flank by Longstreet had to be exactly adJusted to that of Jackson on the rear,

yet Lee did not coordinate the work of his two lieutenants. Then Lee con-

fidently expected the morale of the Union troops to have been shaken. Yet

they replied in kind to the very bloodiest attacks the Confederates could

deliver. McClellan was able to occupy good defensive ground and to arm it

with Just the right number of men to fight the defense and then to slip a-

way during the night. Such tactics prove that McClellan was not adverse to

taking chances when the returns to be gained were worth while. By taking

these chances he was able to gain much time and to save the bulk of his

equipaent. Much is often made of the w Lee could read McClellan like a

book. (he wonders if McClellan might not have been equally literate in

reading the enigmatic mind of Lee. Certainly McClellan invariably selected

positions Lee felt he had to attack and with the one exception or Gaines

11111, Lee was always foiled in his attempts to secure his objectives.





26h

 

   
SITUATION AT FRAYSER'S FARM

By five in the morning on the 30th, all of the elements of the Any

of the Potomac had crossed the lhite Oak swamp and the bridges were de-

stroyed. Sane time later in the morning, McClellan took Franklin on a

brief tour of the positions around Glendale. They met Sumner and Heintzel-

man at about 11:00 Adi. for a conference at which McClellan outlined the

plans for the next several days. Franklin was given command of the rear

guard which had gone into position opposite White Oak swmnp bridge. After

caring for these matters, llcClellan went on to the James to make further

arrangements for the concentration of his any and its supplies under the

cover of the James River gunboats.

Franklin returned to the banks of the White Oak swamp bridge where

two divisions were formed for defense against what was to prove Jackson's

entire corps (although not so designated at this stage in the war).

Smith's division had crossed the bridge at 3:00 A.M. and went into position
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on the left of the road leading from the bridge toward the James. some

artillery was about in position.1 Richardson's division crossed the

bridge and, after destroying it, went into position on the left of Snith's

division. As Franklin approached the rear guard positions, a heavy artil-

lery fire from the Confederate side broke out. Jackson had closed up his

corps and had massed thirty guns with which he now began to shell the Union

positions. The Federals took cover except for the members of Caldwell's

brigade, which stqed in the open to guard the Northern guns replying to

Jackson's fire. Aside from those in Caldwell's brigade, casualties were

light. About fifty wagons, however, were caught in the open and were de-

stroyed. Gradually the Confederate fire grew lighter and except for an

abortive effort by cavalry to capture the Union guns, Jackson 's operations

virtually ended for the day.2 During the hottest period of Jackson's bom-

bardment, Franklin sent a call for help, and Sumner responded by sending

We brigades. lhen it was realized that Jackson's demonstration was only

artillery, the two brigades were returned to Sulner, who used then to good

effect in stming longstreet 's attacks at Frayser' a farm.3

Thus an essential part of Lee's plan for concentrating on the Federal

flank and rear south of the White Oak swamp was blocked by Union thorough-

ness in destroying bridges and rapidity in occupy strong defensive posi-

tions. When Jackson made an abortive danonstration in the direction of

Brackett's ford on the Union left, two brigades were quickly dispatched

I _Ee & _EO, II, 3750

2 Ibide, 378.

3 OfIICO Egg" 1 ser., XI, II, 51o
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from the Union main bow to check the attempt. When no longer useful,

those brigades were turned back to add weight to the defense along the

flanks.

Jackson's activities during this day have been the subject of end-

less discussion. His fellow officers believed he had done considerably

less than he might have in furthering Lee's attack. Franklin claimed that

had Jaclson either pressed across the river in force in spite of losses or

had gone to the end of White Oak swamp and then around it, Lee might have

gained a victory. Henderson contends, however, that Jackson was without

blame.l ‘lhe initiative for any change in Lee's orders must. have come

from him, not independent of him. Whatever the relative merits of this

polemical battle are, it is not the purpose of this writer to consider

them. It is, however, interesting to notice that all of the periods when

Jackson demonstrated less than his usual vigor were periods when he was

faced by the planning of McClellan. Jackson was late at lechanicsville,

his presence on the Union right flank at Gaines Mill failed to have the

effect of lengthening the Union lines ; at Savage's Station he failed to

Join the attack, and at White Oak swamp bridge he was stopped by some

burned-out timbers and two Federal divisions. In each situation, the

planning of llcClellan was apparent, even if the comanding general was

some place else.

The Union position at Glendale was essentially a column consisting

of two corps3 Heintzelman's in front with Sumner supporting from a second

I G. F. R. Henderson, Stonewall Jackson 39.9. the American Civil War,

New York, Grosset & Dunlap, Ema. 4330:3317: "'—
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line. here were four divisions on the line. Slocum's division covered

the Charles City road. Kenny's right connected with Slocum's left.

Heintzelman had planned on using Hooker next, but McCall's division had

been halted on the New Market road and so Hooker was forced to give way

to the left.1

it about 2:00 P.M. the pickets protecting Slocum's left front were

driven in and an assault develOped. However, it was quickly checked by

artillery fire. About the same time, a heavy attack was launched against

McCall's position. This attack, made under the cover of artillery, was

repulsed and quickly turned into a fire fight lasting about two hours. it

about ' four in the afternoon, the Confederates broke off the engagement and

a heavy attack was made farther to the right against Kearny's position.

Wave after wave of Southern lines advanced, although Hearty poured a most

murderous artillery fire upon the attackers. Finally it was perceived

that artillery would not suffice and the 37th New York regiment made a

determined counterattack. The Southern front line was driven back for

enough again to be brought under the fire of artillery.2 Again the di-

rection of attack shifted, and McCall's division was struck, a full bri-

gade being directed at Randall's regular artillery. “his assault was

successful and McCall's troops were forced to fall back, being covered

as they did so by artillery and infantry fire from Sedgwick' s division

supporting thm. Hooker then began to drift to the right, covering the

position vacated by McCall's men. it the same time, the two brigades

I 611500 3930, 1 Cere’ XI, II’ 1000
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which had been with Franklin came on the field and were employed to close

the gap made between Hooker and Kearny. A further Southern attack was

made on the left flank of Kearny, but it was driven back. As darkness

fell, the attacks resolved into artillery firing lasting until 10:00 or

11:00 Pal.

it nightfall, Franklin at White Oak swamp assumed that his mission

had been completed and after notifying Sumner of his intention, began

to move his comand toward the James. General Smith had, earlier in the

dw, investigated roads and found one that ran straight to Halvern Hill.

Along this road Smith's division moved, followed an hour later by Richard-

son's division. The troops reached the James Just before dqlight.1 Sum-

ner received Franklin's note and so was forced to begin his own withdrawal,

reaching the James early in the morning. ‘

Meanwhile, McClellan, on the James River, received reports of the day's

activities, sent runners to Heintzelman and Sumner to withdraw. These run-

ners found those two corps alreacb' en route. .

About 11:00 P.ll. the eneny began to appear on Porter's front at Halvern

Hill. it about 5:00 a Southern advance was begun, but quickly was stopped

by fire from the gunboats and from artillery on Malvern Hill.2

The seven days' battles came to a roaring, blazing climax and finale

on the slopes of Halvern Hill as Lee threw his any at the strongly defended

Union position and was repulsed. In one sense, the battle of July 1 deton-

strated in bold terms Loe's outstanding characteristics as a strategist and

I _B_e dc Le, II, 3790

2 McClellan, Report, 269.
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as a tactician. The design by which Lee finally brought his arm together

before the slopes was masterly, although, as has been shown, poorly exe-

cuted. Once his strategic design had been accomplished, however, Lee

demonstrated a weakness in execution which was later to be so tragically

shown at Gettysburg. In spite of warnings passed on to him from a native

of the vicinity as to the impregnable character of the hill, Lee persisted

in making an assault that was costly and gained nothing except loss of life.

Much has been written of the wav Lee studied the various opponents and then

fitted his tactics to them. By July 1, it should have been clear to Lee

that McClellan's objective was to secure a safe base of operations on the

James River, easy of access to water transport. llalvern Hill would not

serve, since the channel of the James had so narrowed down as to make it

difficult for transports to be safe from artillery fire from the south of

the river. The position at Harrison's Landing was the logical objective

for the Union army. Thus, in failing to destroy that army at Frayser's

fem, Lee would have been well served to have allowed McClellan to finish

his movement. If McClellan was inclined to over-estimate the strength of

the enem, so Lee was inclined to underestimate the defensive talents of

his opposite number.

On the afternoon of June 29, McClellan ordered Porter to move that

night by road to Halvern Hill, there to select a position behind which

the arm and all its trains could be withdrawn. General Reyes was to

1

move by a different road to fem his right and rear. Malvern Hill is an

——'I‘——§.& 5., II, 1.07.
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elevated plateau about a mile and a half long by three-quarters of a mile

wide. It had been well cleared of timber and was cries-crossed by several

roads. In front of the hill are a number of ravines. The ground sloped

gently toward the north and east to the woodland, thus providing clear

ranges for artillery. To the northwest, the hill falls off more steeply

into a ravine which extends to the James River. The enm's position

after the battle of Frayser's farm was such that his most obvious line

of attack would be frm the direction of Richmond and down the Quaker road

from the White Oak swamp. This axis would probably strike the Union left

flank, hence that portion was strengthened more than the right wing.

Porter's corps of Sykes and Morell's divisions were assigned the left

flank, together with the artillery reserve. Next to Porter was placed

Coach's division, then Rearny, Hooker, Sedgwick, Richardson, Snith, Slocum,

and the remainder of Reyes' corps. McCall was placed in am reserve in

rear of Porter and Couch. The artillery was spotted so that some sixty guns

could fire concentrations on almost every point. In addition to the field

artillery, ten heavy weapons had been mounted on the very crest of the hill.

To protect the left flank of the am, a mall brigade and artillery was

placed quite low on the edge of the hill protecting in the direction of

Richm0nd via the River Road.1 On the river, Rodgers placed his gunboats

so that they could lend their fire to the defense.

About 3:00 PJ. Monday, June 30, Confederate troops were seen approach-

ing by the river road, but their attack was driven off by artillery and gun-

boat fire. That night the troops stayed in position as the any concentrated.

I McClellan, Re art, 270.
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HALVERNHILL

Early Tuesday morning, McClellan rode the field and directed that ,

certain changes be made in the defensive positions so as to take better

advantage of the terrain. The artillezy on the line was reorganized and

made responsible to General Griffin. Infantry were placed in between the



272

1

batteries for their protection. is Summer's and Heintzelman' s corps

came onto the hill, they were directed to positions on the Union right

where it was expected they would remain out of the fight. Sumner furnish-

ed two of his brigades, Heagher's and Caldwell's, to be part of Porter's

reserve as well as some artillery.2

it dawn on July 1, Lee talked with his various division commanders

and decided to press on in the wake of the retreating Union any. He

was warned by D. H. Hill that an advance over Malvern Hill would be dis-

astrous but both Lee and Longstreet were convincedthat the Federals were

demoralized. Once having decided on. an advance, there was only one possible

route. That was down the Quaker road, the same one McClellan had used the

night before. Jackson and Hacgruder were to move out in pursuit and Huger

was to be dispatched as soon as he appeared at headquarters. Longstreet

and A. P. Hill were to be in reserve, as they were both spent from the pre-

vious day's fighting. Jackson was to lead and Hacgruder was to follow on

the Quaker road, forming on Jackson's right.

Following the issuance of these orders, there took place what, had it

not been so tragic, would have been a virtual comedy of errors. Iacgruder,

who was supposed to share with Jackson the burden of the attack, got lost

on another Quaker road leading off W from the direction of the cum.

He arrived on the field of Halvern too late to be effective, but in plenty

of time to create confusion. Jackson had struggled through the swamps and

forests at the base of Malvern Hill and had at last found positions for his

—1——TB.a _., II, Ida-uh.

2 Effie. 59-0-0, 1 ser., XI, 11’ 520
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artillery.

By 8200 Adm. pickets in front of Couch's division detected signs of

the Confederate approach and at 9:00 A.M. Berdan's SharpshoOters had been

driven in.2 Then about 10:00 A.H. the enemy began to probe with.artillery

and infantry fire up and down the length of Porter's and Couch's front.

this fire did little damage and was not returned to any appreciable extent.

It was an essential of Porter's plan.to use his artillery insofar as possi-

ble in repelling attacks, and that arm, was able, in the opening phases, to

repel.infantry attacks made in brigade size, upon.uorell and Couch.3 For

the union cause it mry have been too bad that Porter was not present at

Gettysburg to direct the use of artillery.

All afternoon an artillery fire was kept up during the course of which

the Onion guns overpowered the few the Confederates were able to fight. It

‘was a fine afternoon-qhot, but with a cooling breeze-—and.the troops waited

the expected onslaught by the Southern troops with.much.patience and.forti-

tude. Finally, about h330 in the afternoon, there came a lull in the firing

something similar to that preceding the attack at Gaines Hill. This was

followed.by heayy'artillery preparation from nearly the entire Confederate

front. Soon after, a heawy attack was launched at Griffin's brigade, but

artillery stopped it and that enemy formed a firing line where its movement

had been arrested.)4 Then followed spasmodic attacks by regiments and.bri-

gades against both lorell and.couch. These were cut down‘by shrapnel, grape,

I Frieman, Lee's Lieutenants, I, 588-59h.

2 Offic. Rec., I ser., :1, II, 203.

3 E. I £031, 1‘15. ‘

h 01:10. 3.9.9." 1 Care, II, II, 2030
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and canister, while the infantry held its fire to be used later at short

1

ranges. Frequently during this stage of the fight Union regiments would

become so filled with enthusiasm that they would leave their positions to

drive off attacks with short range rifle fire and bayonet.

During this lull at 1:330, Porter had taken precautions in event the

way did break through, and so sent batteries of artillery to the gorge

back of Crew House, through which the enenw must pass if they broke the

Union position. At the same time, he sent a call for help from Sumner,

who responded by sending Heagher from his own and Sickles from Heintzel-

nan's corps. Both of these brigades were thrown into the fight shortly

after 7:00 P.1l. as the Confederates seemed to be gathering for a new as-

sault. Porter himself led Heagher's brigade into position and saw that

Sickles went into the fight.2 shortly afterwards, Porter and Heintzelman

pushed some of the reserve artillery forward and blased away at the broken

attackers.

Almost at the crisis of the battle, the gunboats on the James River

opened fire, but were firing short and killing the defending troops. Good

signal service work flashed the message to the boats "For God's sake stop

firing." This was done.3

From the southern side, attacks, particularly artillery and rifle fire,

were maintained until after 8:30 in the evening when the last shots were

fired. When the field became silent except for the moans of some 5,000 Con-

federates wounded on the field, the Union am found itself in a position

_1'"—B.& E. II, 1m.

2 Tbid., 21.

3 E" h22.
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either to remain on Halvern or to continue implementing the strategic plan

of its commander, i.e., movaent to Harrison's Landing.

Porter returned to his headquarters at Halvern House at about 9:00 Pdl.

and sent off a note to HcClellan recomending that the retreat of the any

be halted at that point. He believed that that ground could be held and

that it might be possible to pass over from it to the offensive.1 McClel-

lan, however, was convinced of the need for reaching a point where supplies

could be brought to him with certainty. Harrison's Bar was selected as the

new position for the army and so orders were issued for the new concentra-

tion.2

The order prescribed a movement to the left and rear with Keyes' corps,

on the extreme right flank, to cover the retreat. It had been sent through

Porter's headquarters, who sent than on to the proper officers. By dvbreak

on July 2, the troops were well on their way, reaching Harrison's Landing

during the second amidst a driving rainston.3 The last of the wagons did

not reach Harrison's Bar until after dark on July 3 folloud by Keyes' rear

guard} The Confederates attempted no pursuit. The heavy rainstorm on the

second and uncertainty regarding llcClellan's position prompted Lee to remain

in the vicinity of Ialvern until July 3.5

Lee's defeat at Halvern Hill virtually ended the peninsular campaign.

HcClellan had maneuvered and fought his way to within a few miles of the

5: 1.513., MB.

2 McClellan, Re art, 233.

3 _B_. a L., II, .

h HcClel'lan, Re art, 271;.

5 Freeman, Lee s eutenants, 60h.
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Confederate capital, then, finding further advance blocked by a strong

Confederate offense, shifud his base of operations south to the James

River. an. opposition in the north at once raised a storm of protest,

contending that McClellan had been defeated and should be relieved. Such

protests, however, were not Justified either by the facts of the situation

in 1862 or by comparison with other developments later in the war. Lee had

conceived of an offensive the major objective of which was to destroy llc-

Clellan or force him back up the peninsula to Fort Ionroe. neither of these

objectives was achieved, for the strong Union defenses were more destructive

to Lee's troops than the Confederate attacks to the Union army. In addition,

HcClellan sensed Lee's second objective and foiled its achievaaent by moving

to a position from which the advance on Richmond could be resumed whenever

sufficient strength could be accumulated.

McClellan's successes were doubly significant in view of the faulty

cooperation he received from the central government. has Federal govern-

ment, by its crucial military decisions, rendered the Confederate cause

inestilable aid. These decisions, catalogued, would make a veritable hand-

, book of possible errors in the conduct of war, ranging as they did from

dew-ing a field commander the minimum force he deaned essential to make the

campaign to writing sarcastic notes indicating a general disapproval of the

conchict of operations. Perhaps McClellan's results would have been the same

had he received the strongest support from his government. It must be pre-

sumed, however, in view of what he was able to achieve and in view of his

over-all planning, that, granted even a token of cooperation, Richmcnd would

have fallen in the early fall of 1862.



CHAPTER XI

McCLELLAN UNHORSED

McClellan's design for the change of base was nearly completed during

the day of July 2, although the last of his to mile column of wagons did

not come under the protection of the gunboats until the evening of July 3.

The am, as can be imagined, was exhausted, having fought each day and

marched each night since the 25th of June. is the corps pulled into their

concentration areas, generals and other officers alike failed to carry out

the instructions of the connanding general regarding security. This situ-

ation was finally corrected by July )4 when Stuart, in advance of his own

infantry support, occupied high ground commanding McClellan's position and

begun to shell it. McClellan himself posted Smith to retake Stuart's posi-

tion, and then assigned corps commanders more specific positions to make

the enclave secure.1

McClellan regarded July 2 as crucial. If his worn troops were not

attacked during the driving rains of that day, he believed he could be

ready to repulse an attack.2 However, he was also concerned about his

wagon trains. Reyes had been assigned rearguard duty, but McClellan,

feeling that Reyes might need additional support, ordered part of the am

cavalry to return to Halvern to protect the wagons. m wagons which could

A not be saved were, of course, to be destroyed.3 The heavy artillery was

regarded as a great deal more important than some of the wagons.h In addi-

tion to his immediate concerns, McClellan was, as usual, bothered with the

mOwn Story “4’4.

2 Offic. 3.3.71 ser.,,XI, III, 288.
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prOblm of replacements. His losses had been heavy—at first guess he- ~

tween five and seven thousand men. In addition, straggling had been fair-

ly serious during the long marches. On July 3 he estimated his effective

force as being somewhere around 50,000 men. He wrote to Stanton once a-

gain,z‘ngntioned his belief that half-way measures were not enough. He

would need, in order to re-attack Richmond, some 100,000 more troops; the

country's salvation, he thought, depended upon action on a gigantic scale.

On July 1; things looked a little better to the comanding general. He

wrote on that date a fairly long letter to the President giving a resume of

the Seven Days, particularly Malvern Hill. He described his position, point-

_ ing out that it could be carried frontally only by overwhelming numbers. He

warned, however, that as yet his communications by the James were not secure.2

an. south bank could be seized by an alert Confederacy and his enclave could

be bottled up by a determined foe. Lincoln apparently understood the situ-

ation and informed McClellan that he had better go on the defensive for a

time. If the James River position was not tenable, then a further shift

should be made.3

McClellan was also cognizant of the needs of the entire theater of oper-

ations. He wrote to Lincoln that the newly-formed Arm of Virginia ought

to keep cavalry well out in the direction of Richmond to detect any move on

Lee's part to attack Washington rather than the Am of the Potomac. If Lee

did attupt such an attack, llcClellan promised the President that he would

2 m‘imiz‘ t 277 278c 8 , R9 or , "' e

3 Ibid., 278-579.
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move vigorously on Richmond to divert it.

One bone of contention held by detractors of McClellan was the

Proclamation the general published to his comand on July h, 1862. They

claim that such a proclamation was out of place inasmuch as no forward

moveaent of the am had hem achieved. Some analysis of the docmaent

might well be in order. He said:

Soldiers of the Army of the Potomac:

Your achievements of the last ten days have illustrated

the valor and endurance of the American soldier. Attacked

by vastly superior forces, and without hope of re-enforce-

ments, you have succeeded in changing your base of opera-

tions by a flank movement, always regarded as the most

hazardous of military expedients. You have saved all your

material, all your trains, and all your guns, except a few

lost in battle, taking in return guns and colors from the

snow. Upon your march you have been assailed day after

day with desperate fury by men of the sue race and nation

skillfully massed and led3 and under every disadvantage of

numbers, and necessarily of position also, you have in every

conflict beaten back your fees with enormous slaughter.

Your conduct ranks you among the celebrated amies of

history. He one will new question that each of you may

always say with pride, ”I belonged to the Army of the

Potomac!”

You have reached this new base complete in organisation

and unimpaired in spirit. The mm m at any moment

attack you. He are prepared to receive them. I have

personally established your lines. Let them come, and

we will convert their repulse into a final defeat. Your

Goverment is strengthening you with the resources of a

great people.

On this our nation's birtth we declare to our fees, who

are rebels against the best interests of mankind, that this

am shall enter the capital of their so-called Confederacy;

that our National Constitution shall prevail, and that the

Union, which can alone insure internal peace and external

I MIICe L30" 1 ser., XI, III, 29,-“
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security to each State, must and shall be preserved, cost

what it may in time, treasure, and blood.1

Compare it with the following order issued by General Dwight Eisen-

hower on December 22, 191;]; under circumstances somewhat analogous.

By rushing out from his fixed defenses the enem may give

us the chance to turn his great gamble into his worst de-

feat. So I call upon every man, of all the Allies, to rise

now to new heights of courage, of resolution and of effort.

Let every one held before him a single thought-to destroy

the enemy on the ground, in the air, everywhere—destroy

himl United in this determination and with unshakable faith

in the cause for which we fight, we will, with God's help, go

forward to our greatest victory.2

The government during these several days blew hot and cold on the need

for reinforcing McClellan. Stanton informed him that 5,000 men had been

3

sent from McDowell's corps, while 25,000 would be forthcoming from Corinth.

Lincoln infomed him that Burnside would reinforce him as well as Hunter,

1;

but that the troops from Corinth could not be spared. Both men promised

Chief-of-Staff Marcy that aid would be sent-10,000 from Hunter, 11,000

5
from the defenses of Washington, and even 10,000 from Halleck. And yet

there was a note of reluctance about the matter which foreshadowed future

developments. Lincoln wrote on the second that he hoped the arm was having

sue rest. In this hope he wanted 'to reason. with McClellan a moment. He

could not possibly fill McClellan's requisition for 50,000 men. In fact he

said he had not, outside the Am of the Potomac, 75,000 troops east of the

I UIEIGO IEOCO, 1 861‘s, II, III, 2990

2 fisefifiwer, Crusade in Europe, New York, Doubleday & Co., Inc.,

19118. 35h-355.

3 Offic. ROCe, 1 ser., Hg III, 281e
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mountains. The idea of sending 50,000 men was "absurd." He said further

that McClellan.should'be relieved of any feeling that Lincoln'blamed him

for not doing more. However, he added, don't ask impossiblities of me.1

And.yet was it possible that Lincoln had all along been asking impossi-—

bilities of McClellan by insisting upon an inadequately mounted offensive?

As the dangers of’immediate attack began to fade, McClellan turned

his attention to various administrative chores. In order to insure.medical

aid with regiments at all times, the position of brigade surgeon was a-

bolished. Instead, surgeons were detailed to each regiment and enjoined

not to leave their regiments at all during the course of operations. This,

in effect, created.what in the present day American army would be a bat-

talion aid station. The next echelon of medical service was the corps

'medical reserve corps acting as an evacuation hospital. The corps surgeon

‘was made the accountable officer for all medical.matters arising within.the

corps.2 To insure each corps comander adequate cavalry for local needs,

one squadron of cavalry was assigned to each corps. The rest of the army

cavalry was posted so as to keep the any comander properly informed of

all enemy activity in the vicinity.3 To insure the army commander better

knowledge of the internal workings of the entire command, the Inspector-

General was given very specific instructions as to frequent visits to units.

The Inspector-General was granted leave to use aides from the many staff if

needed for this purpose. "The discipline, instruction, equipment, health

and comfort of the troops, the character of the supplies furnished the

I 1533. 286.
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fi
v
x

I
l
i
f
t
-
I
'
l
l

‘
I

I
i
i

I
.
.
.



282

troops, their quantity and quality, the police and healthfulness of camps"

were all subjects to be covered in such inspection. Reports usually were '

to be verbal to the Chief-of--Staff.:L

In a civilian American any, the virus of politics seems to be in the

blood of everyone. A growing abuse in McClellan's am was the practice of

each individual to want to "hand-carry" papers bearing on personal matters

which required action at array headquarters. With the need for planning ‘

the next phases of the campaign, staff officers should not be bothered by

such individual conferences. McClellan issued a general order to stop the

practice.2

While he made constant demands upon the Washington government for more

men, HcClellan was not idle in trying to salvage as many as he could frcn

his own resources. He acted promptly to stop the practice of lightly

wounded men being evacuated clear to the transports. He further tried to

prevent the discharge of men whose wounds were not permanently incapaci-

tating. He asked authority to send soldiers to each locality from which

regiments had been recruited, with the hope of picking up deserters and

returning them to duty. He also placed on special duty several of his bri-

gade commanders to recruit replacements. He strongly urged that any replace-

ments sent in the future by the states should be sent to fill vacancies in

existing units rather than as members of newly created units. In this re-

spect he foreshadowed the system of replacements made so effective in World

War II. A limited number of divisions were created in Dill-19143. Thereafter,

i Ibide’ 35L’325.
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many of them were kept in the line for upwards of several hundred days.

Such prolonged sessions under fire with the pressure on the enemy which

resulted was possible only by refilling each unit every several days.

McClellan very early saw the benefits of such a system. With it he could

take the field quite early after receipt of newly enlisted increments of

troops.1 In this same connection he believed that he could obtain better

officers by promoting from the ranks rather than by receiving newly com-

missioned officers with the new levies.2 He also made successful efforts

to retrieve prisoners of war, exchanging prisoners with the Confederates.3

So much has been written about the rather close alliance, "Stonewall"

Jackson believed he had with God that little attention has been given to

HcClellan's devoutness. He, as well as uStonewall", constantly invoked

the'aid of the divinity and he, as well as Jackson, used the authority of

his office to insure church attendance. He believed that not only was con-

plete rest on Sunday good for the souls of men, but men and animals both

needed the rest for their physical persons as well.“ Nor was this all

there was to HcClellan's Christianity. He believed his wounded as well

as wounded of the Confederacy who were in Lee 's custody had needs beyond

those which could be supplied by Confederate resources. To rectify this,

he caused to be sent to Lee's camp a boatload of hospital supplies, food,

brandy, and the like. In doing so he correctly sensed that he might be

criticized by the abolitionists to whom any aid to the enuw was treason.

I 1533., 338.
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He also made special efforts to visit all wounded who were daily being re-

1

turned from Richmond.

On July 22, Stanton had issued an executive order authorising mili-

tary commanders to seize any real or personal property in the states of

Virginia, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Lou-P

isiana, Texas, and Arkansas necessary for military purposes. It also di-

rected the employment of Negroes from those areas and the payment to them

of wages and provided for accurate record keeping for future compensation.

(k1 August 9, McClellan published a general order interpreting this document

to the command. After giving very specific instructions as to the matters

covered by the order, he went on to say:

The general commanding takes this occasion to rmnind the

officers and soldiers of this arm that we are engaged

in supporting the Constitution and laws of the United

States and in suppressing rebellion against their au-

thority; that we are not engaged in a war of rapine, re-

venge or subjugation; that this is not a contest against

pepulations, but against armed forces and political organ-

isations; that it is a struggle carried on within the United

States and should be conducted by us upon the highest princi-

ples known to Christian civilisation.2

In writing this, IcClellan reveals himself to have represented a dif-

ferent school of military thought from more modern leaders, and, of course,

part of his unpopularity stemmed from this fact. McClellan saw quite clear-

ly that war was only a political tool—that after the guns stopped, people

had to go on living together. As a political tool, war should be concerned

with only political objectives and should not be directed against individual

I T5130, ES 0
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persons or their property. There was growing up, however, in Europe and

in America a generation of military leaders who placed their sole reliance

upon military victory gained by an means possible. Only after victoxy

could the matter of political ends be considered. Unconditional surrender,

war of devastation, complete destruction of the enemy's capacity or will

to wage war, war to the death were all phrases of the newer school. Sher-

man clearly represented this newer generation, as did Grant. True, in

victory they were magnaninous, but the thought of political matters only

after victory. The new school had, during the twentieth century, been

victorious over the older notions. By the second world War, even a great

political leader so absorbed this new doctrine as to call for unconditional

surrender of an entire nation. without apparently pondering very long the

political implications of such a position. McClellan was probably old-

fashioned in his views on warfare; yet who is to say he was wrong? Too

much bitterness has been generated in a world in which unconditional sur-

render has become the legitimate object of war.

The purposes of llcClellan's various administrative measures was, of

course, to, prepare his am to take the field again at the earliest op-

portunity. As early as July 5 he wrote to Adjutant General mamas that

the any was rapidly reaching the point where a resumption of the offensive

was possible. iron as rest assured,- he told nous, "that Richxnond 1111

be taken if I am properly supported. I will not fall back another mile.'l

Letters to HoClellan's wife breathe the same spirit. 0n the 10th he told

her that if properly supported, he would yet take Richmend—that he was not

I GZIECe EEC-e, 1 ser., XI, III, 299e
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l

discouraged—that he was in better health than he had been in months.

On the 13th, he still hoped to take Richmond that sunmer unless the govern-

ment committed some extraordinary blunder. He added, though, that he had

no faith in the administration.2 On July 7 in a long letter to General Pope,

who had been brought east to command trOOps around Washington, he pointed

out that his any was in good shape and getting stronger. He needed re-

inforcements but doubted whether he could even restrain the offensive

spirit of his rejuvenated any long enough to receive them. He suggested

that Pope might well make some move to divert part of the pressure the

Army of the Potomac faced from Richmond.3 As he thought of resuming the

offensive, Petersburg and the main rail j connections into Richmond from the

south began to loom larger and larger in his mind. If he could secure a

footing on the south bank of the James, he could perhaps strike south of

Richmond and cut that city from its vital source of supplies. To this and

he requested ferry boats from the government with which he could move in-

fantry.h He followed this by an alert order to the corps commanders to

conduct shortage inspections and to prepare their respective organizations

for a resumption of active Operations.5 With such an idea in mind, he

thought that if the forces prmised him from Burnside and from Hunter were

sent, he could most certainly take the Confederate capital during the re-

mainder of the summer. If he decided to move from the James River via

I McClellan, 9'2 Stag, M6.

2 Ibide, M48.
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Malvern Hill up the Charles City, liddle and New Harket roads on Riclamond,

Burnside would be expected to occupy the south bank of the James, thus pro-

viding flank protection and tying up any troops which might be concentrating

at Petersburg. If, on the other hand, the move of the entire army were to-

ward Petersburg, Burnside 's troops would serve to deepen the base of attack.1

But while McClellan was becoming more Optimistic about the prospects,

his plans were being criticized by some of his subordinates. General times,

after the Seven Days' battle, became almost hysterical in pleading for his

own plan for the future use of the Arm of the Potomac. “On June 30, after

reaching Haxall's plantation, he sentword to General Dix that he had ar-

rived safely and that Dix should notify the reporters so as to ease the

public mind.2 a: June 10, he directed a long letter to Lincoln, pointing

out that the failure to reach Richmond had given a serious outlook to the

am. He reasoned that the area occupied by the arm at Harrison' s Landing

was of such a nature as to destroy the arm through heat and sickness.

Moreover, the enem, he thought, could quickly cut off the entire position.

In order to move over to offense, the arm would need 100,000 reinforcements.

No one, he said, would recomend less. And since that number was too large

to be supplied, he recommended the withdrawal to Washington, and the pas-

sage of a draft act. The move should be made certainly within 1:8 hours.3

On the 21st he addressed a similar tirade to Meigs and another on the 27th.

'Ihis time he voiced the opinion that there were at least 200,000 troops in
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and about Washington. Barnard, upon whose opinion McClellan had come to

depend for some of the crucial matters pertaining to plans, brought pres-

sure to bear on the Washington authorities for a change.

Meanwhile, in Washington, President Lincoln had been beset by a ter-

rific campaign to oust McClellan. The radical members of Wade's and Chand-

ler's committee on the Conduct of the War, Stanton and Chase, began to

exert pressure on the President to achieve this end. As a prelude to the

full. scale attack, John Pope had been foisted off on the President as being

a general who could win victories. On June 26 he was brought east to take

comand of all. the various trOOps around Washington and in the Shenandoah,

with his force being named the Arm of Virginia. Pope held ideas that were

dear to the hearts of the radicals. On July 11; Pepe addressed a proclama-

tion to his troops that redounded in bombast and wild cliche’s. By special

assignment of the President, of course, all such transfers are by special

assigmnent, he assumed command and then spent two weeks finding where the

troops were. He had come from the West where they had always seen the backs

of the may. He had come from an arm whose business. it had been to find

the sum and attack—never defend. He presumed he had been called East to

do the same thing. It was his purpose to do that and to do it speedily.

He then sarcastically referred to "taking strong positions," "lines of re-

treat," and "bases of supplies." ”Let us," he said, "study the probable

lines of retreat of our Opponents, and leave our own to take care of then-

2

selves.” Some said this address had been written by Stanton as a way of

: T5130: 3390
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hitting at McClellan.

In a severe quandary in the face of political pressure, concern over

possible foreign recognition of the Confederacy, shortage of money, and

approaching emancipation, Lincoln decided to visit McClellan at Harrison's

Bar to decide what next should be done. That Lincoln had a fair idea as

to what would be done even before his visit seems obvious. The questions

he asked while there ,all seemed designed to elicit the kinds of responses

he wanted. The most pointed one was "If it were desired to get the arm

away from here, could it be safely effected? '2 General Hayes and Franklin

agreed to the move, but the rest apposed it in the strongest tems. Sumner

said ”We would give up the cause if we do it." Heintzelman thought it

”would ruin the country." Porter's response was "move the arm and ruin

the country."3 Now while Lincoln did not commit himself to withdrawing the

arm, the implications of his questions stood clear for McClellan to observe.

From the time of Lincoln's visit onward, McClellan's letters to his wife in-

dicated that he believed quite confidently that the Washington government

would recall the arm. Nor were Lincoln's questions the only evidence lic-

Clellan had that some change in policy was to be made. Stanton had wired

Dix on the 7th that no cavalry force should move out of Fort Monroe until

the President arrived.h On July 9, Stanton asked Dix for a statement of

the precise strength of units which had been sent McClellan, as though he
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needed that evidence in preparing a brief.1 0!: July 11 Lincoln issued an

order making General Henry W. Halleck commander of all the land forces of

the United States and instructing him to come to Washington as soon as he

could be released from his own department.2 0n the 13th, Lincoln sent a

very pointed letter to McClellan asking what had happened to the 160,000

troops that had gone to the Any of the Potomac. He suggested that if

McClellan could get back the 50,000 unaccounted for troops he could go on

to Richmond.3 As though McClellan didn't know that- All he wanted was

the proper support in getting them back and keeping them. In his reply to

Lincoln, McClellan pointed out something that no civilian can ever realise

and that is strength figures lie more times than they reveal a true situ-

ation. Even with up—to-date electrographic equipment, the comander of the

United States arm in 1950 would be unable to tell where all of his men were.

All he could give would be a good guess. Morning reports in the American

arm have been in the custom of first sergeants and a study of a number of

reports reveals that about half the remarks deal with corrections of mistakes

made. And each mistake, of course, helps skew strength figures. McClellan

could see this difficulty, but Lincoln apparently could not.

' On July 15, Stanton wrote Dix asking that Hunter be placed under Burn-

side and that. Hunter's transports should be kept at Fort Monroe.h 0n the

same day, Burnside wrote McClellan that he had been ordered to stay at Fort

W”309.
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Monroe for five or six days and that he didn't know what it meant. He did

know, he added, that McClellan had lots of enemies in Washington.1 a: the

21st, Lincoln wrote to McClellan "This is Monday. I hope to be able to tell

you on Thursday what is to be done with Burnside."2

In the face of such evidence, can it be doubted that McClellan felt

most insecure in taking am very definite steps to resume his Operations at

once? The criticism that McClellan deliberately waited an entire month be-

fore even attempting to attack is just not justified. He arrived with the

last of his arm on July 3. On July 7 he received from Lincoln the strong-

est kind of proof that future operations on the peninsula were not to be at-

tempted. McClellan, it should be emphasized, was willing to resume the of-

fensive, but only if it could be resumed on such a scale as to give some

assurances of success. Lincoln was unwilling to give those assurances. Mc-

Clellm at this point became convinced that there was a plan afoot to dem

him troops and then to remove him from command for not moving. In the light

of subsequent developments, who shall say he was wrong? '

While on board the transport which had brought the President to Har-

rison's Bar, molellan handed Lincoln on July 7 a letter concerning several

important matters. Perhaps as much controversy has raged over this letter

as about am other single episode. McClellan handed the letter to Lincoln

while the two men were alone. Lincoln read the letter, thanked the general,

and put it in his pocket.3 n1. letter was not released to the press, nor

did McClellan advertise the fact he had given it. Several days later he did

IMcCIeIIan Own 8130!: 1172.
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mention to Stanton that a letter had been prepared and had been handed to

the President. Stanton could ask the President to see it if he wished.

Ml‘e m81dent,“

Iou have been fully informed that the rebel any is in our front,

with the purpose of overwhelming us by attacking our positions

or reducing us by blocking our river comunications. I can not

but regard our condition as critical, and I earnestly desire,

in view of possible contingencies, to lay before your Excellency,

for your private consideration, my general views concerning the

existing state of the rebellion, although they do not strictly

relate to the situation of this arm, or strictly come within

the scope of m Official duties. These views amount to convictions,

and are deeply impressed upon my mind and heart. Our cause must

never be abandoned; it is the cause of free institutions and self

government. The Constitution and the Union must be preserved,

whatever may be the cost in time, treasure and blood. If seces-

sion is successful other dissolutions are clearly to be seen in

the future. Let neither military disaster, political faction, nor

foreign war, shake your settled purpose to enforce the equal Oper-

ation of the laws of the United States upon the people of every

State.

The time has come when the government must determine upon a civil

and military policy covering the whole ground of our national.

trouble. The responsibility of determining, declaring and sup-

porting such civil and military policy, and of directing the whole

course of national affairs in regard to the rebellion must now be

assumed and exercised by you, or our cause will be lost. The Con-

stitution gives you power sufficient even for the present terrible

exigency.

This rebellion has assumed the character of war; as such it should

be regarded; and it should be conducted upon the highest principles

known to Christian civilization. It should not be a war looking to the

subjugation of the people of any state in am event. It should not

be at all a war upon population, but against armed forces and politi-

cal organizations. Neither confiscation Of property, political exe-

cutions of persons, territorial organization of states, or forcible

abolition of slavery should be contemplated for a moment. In prose-

cuting the war, all private prOperty and unarmed persons should be

strictly protected, subject only to the necessity of military Oper—

ations. All private property taken for military use should be paid

or receipted for: pillage and waste should be treated as high crimes;

all unnecessary trespass sternly prohibited, and offensive demeanor

by the military towards citizens promptly rebuked. Military arrests

should not be tolerated, except in places where active hostilities

exist, and oaths not required by enactments constitutionally made,
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should be neither demanded nor received. Military power

should not be allowed to interfere with the relations of

servitude, either by supporting or impairing the authority

of the master, except for repressing disorder, as in other

cases. Slaves contraband under the act of Congress, seek-

ing military protection, should receive it. The right of

the government to appropriate permanently to its own ser-

vice, claims to slave labor, should be asserted, and the

right Of the owner/compensation therefor should be recog-

nixed. ‘30

This principle might be extended, upon grounds of military

necessity and security, to all the slaves within a particus

lar State, thus working manumission in such State; and in

Missouri, perhaps in western Virginia also, and possibly

even in Maryland, the expediency of such a measure is only

a question of time.

A system of policy thus constitutional and conservative,

and pervaded hy the influences of Christianity and freedom,

would receive the support of almost all truly loyal men,

would deeply impress the rebel masses and all foreign

nations, and it might be humbly hoped that it would canmend

itself to the favor of the Almighty.

Unless the principles governing the future conduct Of our

struggle shall.be made known and approved, the effOrt to

obtain requisite fOrces will be almost hOpeless. A decla-

ration Of radical views, especially upon slavery, will

rapidly disintegrate our present armies.

The policy of the government must be supported by concen-

trations Of military power. The national forces should not

be dispersed in expeditions, posts of occupation, and numer-

ous armies, but should be mainly collected into masses, and

brought to bear upon the armies of the confederate states.

These armies thoroughly defeated, the political structure

which they support would soon cease to exist.

In carrying out any system of policy which you.may form,

you will require a commander-inschief of the army; one who

possesses your confidence, understands your views, and who

is competent to execute your orders by directing the mili-

tary forces of the nation to the accomplishment Of the

objects by you proposed. I do not ask that place for my-

self. I am willing to serve you in such position as you

may assign me, and I will do so as faithfully as ever sub-

ordinate served superior.
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I may be on the brink of eternity, and as I hope for forgive-

ness from m Maker, I have written this letter with sincerity

towards you, and from love for m country.

Some writers have argued that in writing this, McClellan overstepped

the bounds Of propriety. Others have argued that by the writing of the

letter McClellan was entering the political arena. Others contend that

McClellan's handing the letter to Lincoln amounted to gross insubordination

which should have been punished by court martial. In making such judgments,

however, such writers overlook the general situation which existed in 1862.

They also overlook the fact that, earlier, Lincoln had stated in response

to an inquiry from McClellan that he would welcome an expression Of the

general's views. It should also be kept in mind that the character of the

entire war had not as yet changed to what it was in 186h-1865. McClellan

was advancing a proposition for the solution to a still mooted question.

And in writing the letter, McClellan was dealing with things which vitally

concerned his arm. A commander must be aware of the effects of such things

as politics on morale if he is to be able to use his arm effectively. Mc-

Clellan firmly believed that if the character of the war changed into a war

to free slaves, the morale of his arm would suffer and he might not be able

to carry out his assigned missions.

Repeatedly in this work, recourse had been taken to comparison with

other situations which were comparable to those faced by McClellan. One

can judge rightness or wrongness only in relative terms. If a particular

incident stands unique from among mam similar situations, one meaning only

runains clear. If, on the other hand, other men, judged successful in the

m,R ort, 280-282.
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same or similar conditions, made the same or similar decision, one must

assume something as to the correctness of the decision. In early July,

1915, General Eisenhower received word that the several chief political

figures of the Allied powers would meet at Potsdam to discuss high politi-

cal and military matters. General Eisenhower met the American President

at Antwerp and presented his ideas. First he urged that the civilian au-

thorities should take over the military government of Germany. In the

long run, he believed, ”American concepts and traditions would be best

served by the State Department's assuming over-all responsibility in

Germamr."1 He also told the President that he believed the United States

should not ask Russia to join in the Pacific War. He also advised Mr.

Truman that the United States should preserve some flexibility in the '

termination of lend—lease so that the Allied nations would have ‘ time to

. make some adjustments before that aid was terminated. On a highly con-

troversial matter-the rehabilitation of the Ruhr industrial area—Bism-

hower made specific recommendations to the President, this at a time when

high government officials held quite Opposite points of view. New Eisen-

hower had every right to make such recomendations. He did not, however,

have any more justification for doing so than did McClellan in his Harrison's

Bar letter.

While McClellan was struggling to reorganize his staff, gain reinforce-

ments, and the authority such reinforcements implied to resume the offensive,

his antagonist was having his troubles. During the Seven Dms, Confederate

reputations had been made, some tarnished, and some outright destroyed. Lee' 3

:1: Hammer, Crusade in Europe. 11141.
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job was to reorganize his command structure and weld it into a coherent

fighting tool. At the same time, urged by his own predilections as well

as the aggressive reasoning of I'Stonewmll" Jackson, he wanted to hit the

Federals again before they had the chance to recoup their losses. Lee was

facedwith three masses of the many with which he must deal. McClellan,

at Harrison's Landing, was rapidly regaining the offensive spirit. At

Fort Monroe, the forces under Burnside and Hunter served as an unknown

factor. Pope, in general command Of the various forces in northern Vir-

ginia, was a genuine threat. Pepe could at any time march in the direction

of Centreville. He might even concentrate his forces, march via Fredericks-

burg and reopen the threat of reinforcing McClellan which had caused Lee to

fight the Seven Days. Lee's decision was to hold a major portion of his

command near Richmond, guarding against McClellan' s possible'approach.

With Jackson's command he decided to threaten POpe and, if possible, force

the Washington government to recall McClellan's troops to the defense of .

the capital. On July 13, orders were issued sending Jackson and Ewell to

Gordonsville and six days later Jackson arrived there. On July 27, A. P.

Hill, partly because of a clash with Longstreet, was ordered to the Shenan-

doah to join Jackson's comand.1 As for the rest of the arm, it waited.

After the sad details of burying the dead and caring for the wounded had

been accomplished, the arm settled into something like a garrison duty.

Tro0ps had been raised in the deep South. These had to be enlisted into

the Confederate Service and integrated into the seasoned regiments of the

Arm of Northern Virginia. Lee had also given some attention to the forti-
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_ fication of Petersburg and Drewry's Bluff.

On July 27, General Halleck paid a visit to McClellan, ostensibly to

determine whether there was some way for the Arm of the Potomac to resume

its Offensive. If none were available, then he wanted to determine the

best way by which the Anny Of Virginia could be concentrated with the Any

of the Potomac on some new line of Operations. He asked McClellan what he

planned to do and that general presented his slowly maturing plan of cross-

ing the James River and attacking Petersburg, thus cutting off the ency's

main line of communication with the deep south. To this plan Halleck raised

some objections. He pointed out that McClellan must either attack Richmond

directly or else plan to withdraw from the James. He then asked McClellan

how many additional troops he would need to resume the offensive. McClel-

lan's first estimate was 30,000, but when Halleck pointed out that the

President would only authorize 20,000 more, McClellan countered with a pro-

posal to rest the arm where it was until its full needs could be met.

Halleck then indicated that such a procedure was unacceptable—that McClel-

lan should consult with his major commanders and come to some decision the

following morning. The following day, McClellan agreed to try an attack

with 20,000 reinforcements, estimating that he had about 90,000 effectives

at that time who were present and ready for duty.2

Halleck's visit, on top Of the earlier one by Lincoln, convinced Mc-

Clellan that he was to be withdrawn from the Peninsula. A letter to his

wife dated July 28 pointed out that he was still on his back, waiting a

 

l A gooTaccount of Richmond and the arm during this period is found
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decision from Washington. He became more and more convinced of the ex-

istence of a conspiracy among the political leaders to oust him from his

position. He did not completely despair, however, and on the 30th wired

Halleck of his idea of attacking on both banks of the James if reinforced.2

In another letter he hoped it would be soon decided what to do with this

arm, as much valuable tine was being lost.3 0n the same day, however, he

gained fresh insight into the intentions of the Washington government.

Halleck ordered the evacuation Of all sick and wounded.’4 As McClellan did

not at once respond, Halleck wired again on August 2, to which McClellan

replied that before he could comply he needed to know the future of his

army, as that would make some difference in the wounded he selected for

evacuation. If he were going to attack, for example, his walking wounded

could be required to do guard duty along the lines of communication as they

convalesced.S 0n the. 2nd, prophetic of the final order, Burnside wired

that it looked like McClellan was to be withdrawn and it looked as, though

Barnard had a great deal to do with getting such a decision made. On the

3rd, Halleck wired McClellan, who received the order on the hth, that it

had been determined to withdraw the arm. McClellan was ordered to take

steps to do this, removing material and transport first. The move was to

be concealed from the officers. McClellan was authorized to call on the

Navy for help. He was instructed to leave sufficient force at Fort Monroe

7

and Norfolk to secure those places.
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Not knowing what ideas the‘washington government had, nor knowing of

any particular reason for extreme speed in compliance with the order, Mc-

Clellan wrote a long protest to Halleck. He was convinced that the move

of his army to Aquia Creek would prove disastrous to the Union cause. He

feared it would be a fatal blow. During the several days his preparations

for the move would require, he hOped that some consideration would be given

to rescinding the order. The army was in an.excellent position on the James

with bridgeheads on either bank giving opportunity to act in am or several

directions. The presence of the gunboats made the army's communications

secure. The army was only 25 miles from.Richmond, and information as to

the enemy's position indicated that an advance could possibly proceed 15

or 18 miles before meeting heayy resistance. Such an attack could be sup-

plied by water to within 12 miles of Richmond. Whereas at Aguia Creek the

army would be 75 miles from Richmond, with overland transport needed all the

'wey. To withdraw the army it would.have to march some 70 miles to FerthOnP

roe because that.method appeared.more practical than to attempt to.move the

entire way by water.

He pointed out that such a retreat would have a demoralizing effect

on the army and would.depress the people of the nation still further. Then,

too, withdrawing from so close to the Confederate capital.might hasten Euro-

pean recognition of the Cbnfederaey.

Here, directly in front of this army, is the heart of the

rebellion. It is here that our resources should be col-

lected to strike the blow which will determine the fate

of this nation. All points of secondary importance else-

where should be abandoned and every available man brought

here....It is here on the bank of the James River that the

fate of the Union should be decided....If my counsel does
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nottprevail, I will with a sad heart Obey your orders to

the utmost of my power, devoting to the movement...what-

ever skill I may possess....

Halleck replied the next day that he hated to issue the order, but

that it could not be rescindedr-thus implying that it was essentially

political in character.2 He followed this communication with a long

letter on the 6th pointing out that McClellan could not have been imore

pained at receiving my order than I was at the necessity of issuing it.“

He had been advised.by high Officers to order the withdrawal much earlier.

Even after a personal interview with McClellan he said.he tried every means

at his disposal to avoid withdrawing the army and delayed his decision as

long as he dared. It was not a hasty decision. It was one which caused I

him.more anxiety than any other act Of his life. However, after full and

mature consideration of all the pros and cons, the order was issued. To ’

his mind there was no alternative. He then discussed some of the reasons

for the decision. Lee, according to McClellan's estimates, had about 200,

000, while McClellan had about 90,000 and Pepe h0,000. Neither Pepe ner

IMcClellan could reinforce the other. If Pepe's army were weakened,‘Washing-

ten, Maryland, and Pennsylvania were uncovered. If McClellan were weakened

only to strengthen Pepe, the Army of the Potomac would be too weak even to

hold its present.positien. "In other words, the Army of the Potomac is

split in two parts with the entire ferce of the enemy in between." He .

could not understand why a withdrawal should result in any demoralization

unless the officers themselves assisted in the demeralizatien. The change

I Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XII, II, 8-9o

2 McClellan, Re rt, 298.
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of front from an extreme position at Hanover Courthouse to McClellan's

present position did not demoralize the troops in spite of heavy fighting.

Then, concentrating at Fredericksburg brought h0,000 fresh trOOps to the

m of the Potomac and brought it within 60 miles or Richm0nd, which would

probably be better than a concentration at Yorktown some three or four miles

more distant from Richmond than Fredericksburg. He believed that the politi-

cal effects would be unfavorable at first, but that the public would quickly

see the need for the decision. As to keeping the Army of the Potomac where

it was until it could.be reinforced, such a decision would "almost destroy

it.in that climate. The months of August and.September are almost fatal to

'whites who live on that part of the JamesRiver.'; Even, however, if the

climate were favorable and if McClellan were reinforced, the delay in taking

Fort Darling might take so long that Lee could fall on PDpe and destroy him

'with no possible hope of aid from.McClellan. He pointed out that a,maJority

of officers whose opinions had been reported to him.favored the withdrawal.

Even some who originally favored the line of the Peninsula now advised its

abandonment. He ended.by saying it was not his place to determine why the

forces were split. It was his concern to bring them back together again.2

Now'here is the crucial point in the entire drama. Obviously, the de-

cision of Halleck to withdraw the Army of the Potomac was made by political

leaders, for Halleck was the highest of the military men, and he spoke_of

not wanting to issue the order. Nor for that matter did.he recommend any

policy. His report to the Secretary of‘lar on his visit to McClellan's

headquarters was little more than a stenographic record of the conversations

m"301.

2 me. 1133., 1 ser., XII, II, 9-11.
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between the two generals. Halleck only executed a policy dictated to him

by Stanton and by Lincoln. They, in turn, were motivated by many reasons,

which must be examined in detail.

1. Political considerations. McClellan had become persona 232 5522?:

with influential members of the Republican party. He did not believe that

the war should be fought to free slaves but rather that it should be fought

only to restore the Union as it had existed in 1860. Nor should the war be

fought to increase the power of the central government. McClellan was a

state rights‘man and had even manifested qualms about an unsolicited in-

vasion of western Virginia.

McClellan with such heretical views, had, nonetheless, become an im-

mensely papular figure. True, his popularity declined somewhat when he

failed to gain the overnight results so many had been expecting. But he

retained much popularity in the country and a great deal of popularity

with the am. In fact, this papularity made some of his enemies wonder

if it would be at all possible to relieve him of command without careful

laying of a sequence of events only the last of which would be the final

relief of the general from command. In the minds of some, the withdrawal

of the am was only a step in the preparation for the final breaking of

McClellan. A previous step had, of course, been bringing Halleck to Wash-

ington. To these men, the concentration of the Amies of the Potomac and

of Virginia represented the way some other general might replace McClel-

lan with the minimum amount of publicity. And it could all be done under

the guise of military necessity. Mm such as Chandler, Wade, and Stanton



‘
1



303

l

were all of this frame of mind.

2. Military considerations. We now know several things which were
 

unknown in 1862. The heart of the rebellion was, as McClellan said, in

Richmond. The best defense of Washington was at Richmond, not in front

of Washington. is long as McClellan stood poised at Harrison's Landing,

Lee could not join Jackson. True, he could reinforce him, but not to the

extent of making an invasion of the north possible. Only when Lee knew

of a certainty that McClellan was to withdraw could he throw his veterans

northward. Thus even a stalemate for the rest of the summer might have

been possible had McClellan's army only been left where it was. By with-

drawing it, Lincoln attracted Lee's fire. But mamr were afraid that men

would die just waiting on the banks of the James in spite of the fact that

Letterman, llcClellan's surgeon reported: "The diseases prevailing in our

own an are generally of a mild type and are not increasing...."2 In-

stead of increasing, the sick rate of the m of the Potomac was actually

decreasing as the arm began to withdraw. Grant later validated the o-

pinion that an arm could spend all summer in that region and still be fit

for active operations.

Halleck had said that the bulk of military opinion favored withdrawal.

Actually, of the five corps commanders, only Hayes and Franklin favored

removal of the any. The others believed the Union cause could best be -

served by keeping the am where it was. The withdrawal was predicated on

a plan calling for an overland movement against Richm0nd. We now can be

I Welles, Diary, 914-99.

2 Office EEC-e, 1 ser., II, III, 3,490
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reasonably sure that an overland campaign against Richmond had very little

chance of success against a person of Lee's ability, fighting as he was

from interior lines. Pope, Burnside, Hooker, and finally Grant and Meade

undertook frontal attacks and all failed. It was only when Grant changed

to the plan roughed out two years earlier by McClellan that Richmond was

taken-an 'Grant had the power to order reinforcements, and did so, from

any place in the country.

3. Personal considerations. McClellan, in spite of very obvious
 

talents, had an uncanny ability to rub Lincoln and his political colleagues

the wrong way. It has already been pointed out that‘McClellan and.Lincoln

held to different philosophies of war. iMcClellan was not at all slow in

pleading his case, and this very pleading finally began to wear on the

President. To almost all of the ideas suggested by the President,‘HcCle1~

lan took exception. Thus Lincoln's General and Special lar Orders No. l

'were met with long Objections by the general. ‘Hhen the offensive plans of

McClellan did not materialize as had been hOped, the general heaped blame

upon the head of the President. Lincoln considered himself no slouch at

the old game of politics, yet the young upstart general presumed to give

instructions on political matters. Abraham Lincoln had a very clear con-

ception of the rights and responsibilities he had as President. Indeed,

the Civil'war was precipitated.by Lincoln's insistence upon doing those .

things he had sworn to do as President. Secretary of State Seward had at

one time presumed to act as Lincoln's prime minister. Such a presumption

~Lincoln could not tolerate and hy very diplomatic but nonetheless effective

action managed to convey his irritation to Seward. No more so was he
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willing to countenance presumptions by McClellan. McClellan had repeatedly

taken a condescending attitude toward Lincoln. While probably not conscious-

ly, that superior attitude undoubtedly prejudiced Lincoln to such an extent

that he was receptive to ideas presented for the ostensible good of the

country, yet actually effective in getting rid of McClellan.

In response to Halleck's directive that strong reconnaissances should

be made in the direction of Richmond and in response to his own idea of

moving, if possible along both banks of the James River, McClellan dispatch-

ed. several probing forces on the 3rd of August. Hooker 's division was

ordered to Malvern Hill with instructions to turn that place if at all pos-

sible. Averill's cavalry was dispatched toward Savage's Station to screen

Hooker's right flank. At the same time, troops were sent to the south bank

of the James to secure Coggin's Point and to clear timber from it to provide

better fields of fire for artillery. The troops under Averill found and

drove off a regiment of Confederate cavalry near White Oak swamp bridge.

The troops sent to Coggin's Point drove off a force of about 550 Confederate

cavalry and burned their camp.1 Hooker failed in his attempt on the 3rd to

secure Malvern Hill, but on the hth he was successful in driving the enemy

back toward Richmand, capturing some 100 men while losing only three killed.

The mass of the eneny was able to escape in the deep fog toward New Market.

Several brigades of enem infantry were reported concentrating about four

miles from Malvern, and Hooker was concerned lest he be attacked the follow-

’ :Lng morning. To mam, the advantage gained by reoccupying Malvern Hill and

the information concerning Confederate defenses beWeen that place and

 

l McClellan, Report, 286.
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Richmond gave hape that a resumption of the offensive might be undertaken.

Sumner wrote to General Cochrane in the War Department the opinion that

with 20,000 more trOOps the Arm of the Potomac could march to Richmond.1

McClellan himself believed it to be an advantageous spot to cover the ad-

vance.2 But before these hopes could be turned into actualities, McClel-

lan had received Halleck's order of the third calling for the inmediate

withdrawal of the any. Since he was enjoined to secrecy he could not

tell Hooker exactly why he could not be supported. He invented a tale of

being unable to support Hooker while still holding Harrison's Landing.

Halver Hill would have to be relinquished. Sumner's corps, which had been

ordered in support of Hooker, was halted while Hooker withdrew.3

While these activities were taking place, Halleck, somewhat chagrined

that his orders regarding evacuation of sick and cavalry had not been com-

plied with wired a pre-emptory order demanding a regiment of cavalry and

several batteries of artillery be sent to Burnside. McClellan snapped back

that with Hooker still at Halvern he could not afford to send either artil-

lery or cavalry, but that he would obey orders as soon as circumstances

would permit} He had, he added, been able to send off 1,200 sick, but

there was no more transportation available at the moment. In replying

thusly, McClellan was carrying out his responsibilities as an army or

theater commander. A precipitate withdrawal of any troops while there was

the possibth that Hooker might have committed the entire arm to a fight

I Offic. 325., l ser., II, III, 356.

2 mum, Rgport, 288-289.

3 Ibide, 2910

h Ibfie, 2920
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would have been negligent. McClellan was an army comander in the field,

filled with a deep sense of duty and believing that a major defeat to his

am would disrupt the Union. Given his particular frame of reference,

compliance with Halleck's orders involved taking foolish and unnecessary

chances.

Between August 7 and 18 McClellan devoted his full attention to moving

his am and its supplies from Harrison's Landing. During the entire time,

Halleck bombarded him with telegrams demanding faster action. 1 Yet it is

doubtful if any faster action was possible. McClellan's quartermaster,

after a thorough survey, gave his Opinion that no more than 5,000 infantry

could be transported from Harrison's Landing if the sick and supplies were

moved by water. Within several days he might be able to ship 10,000 in-

fantry provided, of course, that ships ‘were returned promptly. If, on the

other hand, infantry were marched to Fort Honroe, Newport News, and York-

town, sone 25,000 could be shipped at one time frcn there because vessels

drawing too much for the James could be used.1 Part of the reason w more

troops could not be moved was that ships were frequently reported which were

already loaded with supplies or were in use as hospital ships. Then, too,

some of the vessels were Just not fitted to handle horses, so there was sub-

stantial delay in sending cavalry. Besides the limitations of the shipping

itself, the wharf facilities at Harrison's Landing were limited, allowing

only one vessel at a time to load. The wharf facilities were in continuous

use as long as there were vessels to load. Ammne who saw the tremendous

my.a , Re rt, 303-301..
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fleet of vessels off the coast of France in 19M; waiting for a chance to

unload can recognize how limited landing facilities will slow down an Oper-

ation.

Halleck, however, had no conception of the difficulties McClellan was

encountering and consequently wrote on the 9th that considering the amount

of transportation llcClellan had been furnished, the delay in moving troops

was unsatisfactory.1 On the 10th he wanted daily reports of progress made

in the movement. In spite of all McClellan could tell him, Halleck remained

unconvinced.

On the 11th, Pleasanton's cavalry, operating from the vicinity of

Haxall's plantation, became convinced that the enemy in the direction of

Richmond had become very weak and could be dealt a crushing blow with a

maximum of two corps. There were, he guessed, not more than 36,000 men

between thm and Richmond and these could not easily be reinforced.2 McClel-

len at once sent this intelligence along to Stanton, suggesting that such an

attack might be made which would serve to draw the enem away from Pope. To

do it, however, he would need some covering force to guard communications.3

On the 12th Halleck again wired McClellan asking for more speed and

pointing out by comparison the speed with which Burnside had moved from Fort

Monroe to Aquia Creek. Such a comparison was, of course, unfair since there

was a housekeeping detail at Fort Monroe to handle excess supplies. Burn,-

side's men had Just disabarked from these transports, which were still

available. Burnside had infantry alone, with no cavalry to worry about.

I Ibid., 301;.

2 OifiC. BIO—0.0, 1 391's, XI, III; 3690

3 Ib”_1d.', 372-3714.
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In addition, Burnside had no enemy to concern him. My evaluation of the

move from the Peninsula must not lose sight of the fact that each day

brought news of some enem activity in the neighborhood. McClellan could

not move out as though he were on a parade ground. He had to assume the

possibility of being attacked, so had to plan on moving so that at any

time his troops could be concentrated. Even an enenur force of 36,000 could

spoil a poorly planned withdrawal. Then too, the entire base of supplies

had to be evacuated as well. A more apt comparison would have been possible

had Burnside been required to evacuate Fort Monroe as well as his troops.

McClellan at this point came to the conclusion that he and Halleck

were misunderstanding each other. He decided to go in person to the tele-

graph station, call Halleck to the Washington station and exchange views

with him. On his arrival at Jamestown Island he found the electricity off

and so went on to Fort Monroe, thence to the eastern shore of the Chesa-

peake where he arrived late in the evening and sent a wire asking Halleck

to come to his office as he wished to talk with him. He then sent a wire

bringing Halleck up—to-date. Halleck replied that there was no change of

plans and that McClellan was to continue his evacuation. Halleck then left

the telegraph office and went to bed. McClellan, Just a little put out,

wired that his orders would be obeyed, but that he had hOped for a more

lengtlv exchange of views, having come so far.:L Thus it appears that Hal-

leck, given an opportunity to get matters straightened out, did not bother

to take time.

I McClellan, Report, 313.
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Before leaving for his talks with Halleck, McClellan had approved the ad-

ministrative orders for the withdrawal. Divisional trains were to precede

the divisions, protected by an advance guard. Corps artillery was to travel

with the train of lead divisions. Provisions were made to insure the .

rapid march of the army by ordering all disabled wagons and the like to be

dropped off. Stragglers were to be kept up. Men were not allowed to break

ranks. Corps commanders were responsible for local security each night.1

On the night of the lhth and morning of the 15th, Porter's and Heintzel-

man's corps moved out en. route for Yorktown by two difgerent routes. The

last of McCall's division was embarked to go by water. On the 15th, Cog-

gin's Point was evacuated with Porter reported across the Chickahominy and

Heintzelman at James bridge. Army trains were to move that evening.3

Thomas, the AdJutant General of the arny, visited Harrison's Bar that day

and reported the movement pragressing nicely. No one, he thought, could

have made the move as skillfully or in less time}:

On the 16th the last of the army cleared Harrison's Landing, followed

by McClellan's staff. 0n the same day, Porter, who had been ordered to

stop at Williamsburg until the army cleared the Chickahominy, obtained in-

telligence that there were no troops between his position and Richmond, that

Lee was en route to help Jackson smash Pope. Disregarding his orders, Porter

5

pushed along for Fort Monroe so as to get to Pope's aid more quickly. By

1 Offic. RBCO, 1 ser., II} III, 376-3770

2 McClelJn—rfi' Re art, 311;.

3 Ibid., 315.
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the 18th, all elements had cleared the Chickahomiw and the pontoon bridge

over which it crossed was taken down and sent on to Fort Monroe. This

bridge had been thrown earlier when it appeared to McClellan that his army

would have to move overland.

Once Porter and Heintzelman began to embark, McClellan thougkt. his any

could probably proceed a little more leisurely, provided, of course, all

transports at dock were filled promptly. His peace of mind was disturbed

on the 19th when Halleck sent him word that the enemy was crossing the

l .

Rapidan in great force. McClellan responded by ordering his corps cmand-

2

ers to make every effort to reach their march objectives on time. it the

same time, he complied with Halleck's orders to garrison Yorktown and Fort

3 .

Monroe by sending Keyes' corps to Yorktown to fortify the place. Reyes

viewed this assignment as a mean one, given to him because he favored the

move to Washington in opposition to McClellan. On the 25th of August he

wrote to Lincoln asking the President to look out for his interests.h

Between the 20th and the 23rd the bulk of the army was loaded on ships

at either Hampton Roads, Newport News, Fort Monroe, or Yorktown and headed

for Aquia Creek. Even on this relatively simple move ships were reported

without supplies of water, so that much time was lost making good this de-

ficiency. Corps commanders were ordered to report to Burnside upon arrival.

As for McClellan, he tried to find out what Halleck's plans were. Unsuccess-

I 513., S99.

2 MO, 599, «)6, $70

3 0715c. Rec., 1 ser., II, III, 379.

h 5T1., 387-383.
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ful in that venture, he wired Halleck saying he was reporting for orders.

Should he go to Aquia or should he report to Washington. Not receiving

orders, he went to Aquia, arriving there on the thh.1

By asking where he should go, McClellan had reference to a letter

Halleck had sent him on August 7. Halleck stated that the withdrawal of

the Am of the Potomac was his own doing and was willing to risk his

reputation on it. His intention was, he said, that McClellan would be in

command once the trOOps were all concentrated. He was afraid that Pope

and Burnside were not safe nor would they be until.McClellan assumed.per-

2

sonal command.

I Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XII, III, 6&5.

2 m. .320, 1 ser., XI, III, 359-360.





CHAPTER III

PAH-UH OF THE RADICALS' PLAN

The combination of "elbow-rubbing" Henry Halleck as commanding gener-

al of the Union amiss and "headquarters-in-the-saddle" John Pope as a field

commander presented Lee with the perfect opportunity of driving the Union

forces from Virginia. Halleck, by the venture into grand strategy of with-

drawing McClellan from the peninsula, at the same time ordering Pope to ad-

vance, presented Lee with a golden opportunity to concentrate on Pope and

destroy him. Pope, by his stupid tactical handling of his arm, gave Lee

and Jackson a rem-made stage on which to display their particular brand

of tactical fireworks.

The campaign of the Army of Virginia actually began when Halleck order-

ed Pope to advance southward from Manassas Junction against forces concen-

trated around Gordonsville under Jackson.1 On the 6th of August Jackson

received word that Pope's advance was preceded by an advance guard approach-

ing Culpeper. He believed that a rapid march might enable him to reach Cul-

peper before the Union main body and to destroy the advance guard, thus

throwing the Federal offensive off balance before it could get well under

way. In spite of the speedy issuance of orders, however, Jackson's march

was poorly executed and painfully slow. It was not until noon of the 9th

that Confederate scouts made contact with the Union advance party, deployed

some seven miles south of Culpeper along the shoulders of Cedar Mountain.

is soon as contact was made, and after a most casual inspection of the ground,

Jackson issued orders for the fight, which raged all afternoon and late into

I OffiCe _RiC-e, 1 ser., III, II, 60
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the night before the Confederate trOOps finally won the field. Realizing

that the forces he had encountered were stronger than he had been led to

expect, Jackson withdrew his troops to the vicinity of Gordonsville in

hopes that Pope could be enticed into a rash attack.1

While Jackson was thus taking the measure of Pope's army, Lee watched

McClellan prepare to resume the offensive, then break it off and start with-

drawing his troops back up the peninsula. By August 13, Lee was convinced

that McClellan was evacuating his entire position and so resolved to rein-

force Jackson for an effort against Pope before McClellan's veterans could

Join the Army of Virginia. Leaving a token force around Richmond under G. F.

Smith, Lee rapidly marched the rest of his any northward, arriving at Gordons-

ville on August 15. Here he found that Pope had foolishly occupied an advanced

position between the Rappahannock and the Rapidan rivers. Lodged there out of

supporting distance of arm Northern troops, Pope offered Lee an excellant at-

tack target. If Confederate troops could be maneuvered to Pope's rear, the

bridges over the Rappahannock could be destroyed and Pope's army driven back

against the south bank of that river. With this plan in mind, Lee ordered

his troops over the Rapidan. Poor coordination of cavalry, however, allowed

Pope time to discover his danger and to withdraw north of the Rappahannock,

destroying the bridge after him.

His quarry having escaped, Lee closed his troops up to the Rappahannock

and pondered his next move. He realized full well that McClellan's troops

would be quickly reinforcing Pope. His problem, then, was to maneuver Pope

I Lee's Lieutenants, II, 7-51.



315

as far to the west as possible and to attack him before Arm of the Potomac

men were in Pope's line of battle. During the next several days, then, Lee

made attempts at various points along the Rappahannock to break through

Pope's lines or to force him to withdraw. A raid by Stuart resulted only

in capturing some of POpe's clothes, while a crossing by Early's men re-

sulted in no gain at all. Then on August 21;, as McClellan was arriving at

Aquia Creek, Lee visited Jackson at his headquarters and laid plans for a

. breathtaking offensive. Jackson was to withdraw his troops from the line

and to march far enough to the west to clear Pope's right flank. Then he

was to cross the Rappahannock and march rapidly for some pointalong the

Orange and Alexandria railroad in rear of Pope's am. The remainder of

the any was to hold the line of the Rappahannock until Jackson had had a

good start, then was to follow his path, rejoining his troops somewhere

along Pope's flank. °

Jackson began his march at dawn on the 25th and by nightfall had

cleared the Rappahannock and was approaching Thoroughfare Gap in the Bull

Run Mountains. This Gap, had it been defended, could have held up Jackson's

advance, but as it was free from Union troops it was passed early on the 26th.

By dawn of August 27, Jackson's hungry veterans had seized Pope's supply depot

at Manassas Junction and began a plundering session which lasted all morning.

Pope, at last realising how he had been out-maneuvered, decided to a-

bandon the line of the Rappahannock and to intersperse heavy forces between

Jackson and Thoroughfare Gap, through which Confederate reinforcements would

have to come. If this were done, Jackson would be cut off and could be des-

troyed. To accomplish this, a heavy Federal force under McDowell and Rene
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was established between Jackson and his support, but Jackson, meanwhile,

had moved from Manassas Junction to Graveton on the Warrenton Turnpike

several miles south of Centreville. Pape then issued a series of inter

esting orders bringing McDowell to Manassas Junction and concentrating

major forces at Bristol Station, all of which had the total effect of re-

moving the block between Jackson and Lee which had been established that 1

morning. On the morning of the 28th, Pope himself arrived at Manassas

Junction as the last of Jackson's troops were evacuating the place. He at

once issued orders concentrating the am at Centreville. Complying with

these orders, advance Union troops under Kearrw made contact with Jackson's

rear guard, but as darkness fell the action quickly ended andJackson con-

tinued on the turnpike toward Graveton.

On the 29th, Jackson, occupying a strong position along an old rail- .

road embankment which ran parallel to the Warrenton Turnpike, was attacked

by Union troops under Sigel, Hooker, and Kearny. Although suffering heavy

losses, Pope insisted that the attacks of these units be continued during

the afternoon, since he believed troops under McDowell and Fits John Porter

would soon be along from Manassas Junction to swell the attack. By 14:30 P.M.

McDowell was able to get into action, but Porter failed to reach the battle-

field. Assuming,‘ however, that both Porter and McDowell were present, Pope

ordered a renewal of the attacks on Jackson at 5:30 P.M. As troops of Long-

street's corps had come through the Bull Run Momtains and had begun to rein-

force Jackson, the action was broken off and all troops rested in position.

Pope was convinced that had Porter come on the field in sufficient time,

Jackson might have been crushed on the 29th. So deeply did he feel this that
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he charged Porter with failing to obey orders. After McClellan was finally

relieved of command of the Army of the Potomac, Porter was tried by courts-

martial, convicted and discharged the service for failing to support Pops.

This nasty little episode is of importance in the McClellan story chiefly

because of the light it sheds on the forces pitted against McClellan. From

a strictly military point of view, Porter had done nothing unwortkv or dis-

honorable. Pepe had lost control of his trOOps by the evening of the 28th.

Thereafter, he had no knowledge of events taking place away from his immediate

position. He had ordered Porter to move on Centreville and then acted as

though those orders had been carried out. Actually, Porter, on his march,

had run into Longstreet's corps, consisting of 30,000 veterans on their way

to the relief of Jackson. Porter's presence, some distance from the main

fight at Graveton, was the only thing which prevented Longstreet from sweep-

ing down on the left rear of Pope's main body and destroying it. Once Long-

street determined that his way was blocked, he moved on to join Jackson's

left flank. Porter also joined the Union main body.1

On other counts, however, Porter was on dangerous ground.2 He disliked

Pope as did may of the officers of the Army of the Potomac. He believed

him to be and said that he was an ass and absolutely incapable of command.

This was an especially dangerous feeling to have, since Pope was ”right" on

I B. 8: L., II, 522-523. At Porter's retrial he was completely vin-

dicated”and restored to full military rank largely on the basis of testi-

momr of Longstreet himself.

2 An interesting sidelight is to be found in the Lincoln papers in the

form of a letter from Pope to the President complaining bitterly that while

he, Pope, was still only a captain in the regular arm, Porter was a colonel

and had been recommended for promotion to general. Pope believed he should

receive a star instead of Porter.
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the slavery question and had been selected as the tool.by‘which.McClellan's

relief from command was to be accomplished. When the tool failed to do the

work for which it was selected, a scapegoat had to be found, since to admit

error on Pope's part was equivalent to the radical leaders admitting error

on their part. As long as McClellan had a voice in army affairs, Porter

'was safe, but once MCClellan's relief had been accomplished, Porter was

doomed. Perhaps Porter's greatest sin, however, was his friendship for

McClellan. He was tried and convicted'oy a packed.military court because

in the eyes of Stanton and certain radical leaders his conviction would help

to discredit McClellan. It was not until the passions of the war and recon!

. had cooled

struction period/that justice was done to this gallant and talented officer

and he was restored to command.1

During the night of August 29230, Lee concentrated the rest of his army

around Jackson's position and, on the morning of the 30th, waited any move

PoPe might.make, secure in the belief that his defenses were sound. Between

noon and 2:00 P.M., Pope began a useless attack centering his effort on Jack-

son's corps in the hape of a breakthrough. During this phase, Pope acted as

though Longstreet's veterans were miles away. They were not, however, and

as the fight on Jackson's front intensified, Longstreet loosed artillery

fire squarely on the left flank of the attacking Federals. The direct fire

of Longstreet's batteries was so devasting that the Union lines faltered,

then stepped. As this development took place, Longstreet launched his in!

fantry brigades, driving the Federal troops from the field before them.

The rout, some observers said, was worse than at the first battle at Bull Run.

I This story has been told in some detail‘by Otto Eisenschiml in The

Celebrated Case of Fitz John Porter.
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While Pope was thus losing control of his trOOps in the Manassas

Junction-Centreville area, McClellan was placed in a most awkward posi-

tion. It will be recalled that he had been given strong intimation that

he would be assigned to command of the combined forces as soon as their

junction had been completed. His inquiry of the 2hth asking for informa-

tion as to the enenw and Pope's trOOps was answered by Halleck in almost

despairing tones. He did not know either where Pope or the enenw was.

Then on the 26th, Halleck wired McClellan that he had some information

that the many was concentrating large forces in the Shenandoah. As for

McClellan, he was ordered to leave Burnside in command at Aquia Creek and

come to Alexandria where some irregularities had been reported. McClellan

sailed for Alexandria and reported his arrival there at 8:00 on the morning

of the 27th. McClellan found the town fairly quiet, but filled with conva-

lescent soldiers. He made inspections of the various service elements in

the town and reported favorable activity. Summer's corps he ordered dis-

embarked at Aquia rather than at Alexandria, since it could that way reach

Rappahannock Station earlier. Franklin' s corps he prepared to move to the

help of Pope and his personal cavalry escort was sent to aid Burnside.

While he was thus tending to administrative details, he also sought to

accumulate intelligence which he promised to send on to Halleck as soon as

he obtained it. He sent wires to both Porter and Heintzelman to the end of

learning what was happening. He ordered Burnside to send no trains to

Porter without escort since the troops which had raided Bull Run could very

probably be in Pope's rear ready to pounce upon arm emosed materiel.
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The more he thought about the exposed position of Burnside at Freder-

icksburg, the more concerned he became. Those trOOps would be cut off if

Pope were unsuccessful around Manassas and McClellan had a strong hunch

that he would be. With such foreboding in mind, he suggested that Sumner's

corps be brought to Alexandria to move out toward Manassas with Franklin.

If Pope were defeated, these two corps would be in position to man the forts

of Washington.

A He began a personal inspection of those forts to see that they were in

condition for defense. Then he became alarmed at the condition of Franklin's

corps. The repeated pressures Stanton and Lincoln had put on him for speedy

departure from the peninsula had forced him to dispatch some trOOps without

. cavalry or artillery. Without cavalry or artillery he wondered if it was

wise to dispatch a corps to relieve a general whose whereabouts was not

known and who very possibly had been cut off from Washington by strong rebel

forces. 0n the following day after Franklin had departed for the front, Mc-

Clellan was obliged to halt his advance because of strong intelligence of

enemy infiltrations.

0n the 28th, fearing a cavalry raid into the city, Halleck ordered

Summer's corps to be placed in defense of the capital, particularly at the

Chain bridge. 0n the 29th, after the previous day's activity of expediting

help to the pressed Pope, McClellan received word to send wagons and ammuni-

tion to Franklin as fast as they arrived. Lincoln wired "What news frm

direction of Manassas Junction? What generally." To this last McClellan

gave a very forthright answer, together with his suggestions as to courses

of action. He was convinced that one of two courses should be adopted.
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let to concentrate all our available forces to Open communi-

cation with Pepe.

2nd to leave POpe to get out of his scrape, and at once use

all our means to make the capital perfectly safe. No middle

ground will now'answer.

Tell me what.you wish me to do and I will do all in my power

to accomplish it. I wish to know'what my orders and authority

are. I ask for nothing, but will obey whatever orders you give.

,I only ask a prompt decision, that I may at once give the neces-

sary orders. It will not do to delay any longer.

As McClellan's position became more and more anomalous, his temper grew

Iincreasingly short. Halleck's telegrams grew progressively uncertain in tone

and.yet at the same time more offensive to McClellan. He objected.to McClel—

lan's holding up Franklin at Annandale, to which.McClellan replied, I'Please

give specific orders for the movement of Franklin. As for tomorrow‘s move-

ments, I desire definite instructions, as it is not agreeable to me to be

accused of disobeying orders, when I have simply exercised the discretion

2

you committed to me."

On the 30th, Halleck wanted ammunition for Pope and.McClellan but was

forced to say he knew nothing of the calibre of Pope's artillery. McClellan

could only load up all wagons and send out with whatever was on hand. 'I

‘will also send.my only remaining squadron of cavalry with General Sumner.

I can do no more. You now have every man of the Army of the Potomac who is

3

within aw reach.“

Late that night'M001ellan reported no news. He then asked permission

to ride out to be with his troops who were in battle. Even though he did

lecClellsn Report 331.

2 Ibid., 33L. ’

3 13513., 337.
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not command, he believed the arnnr would fight the better for his presence.

”Please reply tonight." Halleck, tired from worry, did not answer until

the next day when he said, in substance, that he could not answer without

first seeing the President.

On the 31st, McClellan wrote that under war department order of the

day before he had no comand and no control over anyone. The commanding

officers of the works were not reSponsible to him. He had corrected evils

he happened to see, but under his orders he had no right to give any in-

structions. Halleck replied that he had not seen the order as published

but would write the following morning. For the time being, McClellan was

to retain everything not under the control of Pope. He begged of McClel-

lan to assist him in this crisis. He was, he said, "entirely tired out."1

The order referred to‘is quoted below.

War Department, Aug. 30, 1862.

The following are the commanders of the armies operating in

Virginia:

‘ General Burnside commands his own corps, except those that

have been temporarily detached and assigned to General Pope.

General McClellan commands that portion of the Arm of the

Potomac that has not been sent forward to General Pope's

command. [Actually involving no troops whatsoever;

General Pope comands the Arm of Virginia, and all the forces

temporarily attached to it.

All the forces are under the command of Maj.-Gen. Halleck,

General-in-Chief.

This order points up a major revolution developing in Washington even

as Pape's arnw was being out-maneuvered and outfought at Manassas Junction,

I McClellan, Heart, .3h0.
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Centreville, and Graveton. Stanton, from the time he had become Secretary

of War, had been working to rid the am of McClellan. Although his let-

ters to McClellan had breathed a spirit of loyalty and friendship, Stanton

had begun to talk unfavorably about the general the very next day after

having accepted the war portfolio. His antagonism intensified as McClel-

lan persisted in his plan for offensive operations on the peninsula and

reached a fever heat when the Any of the Potomac changed its base fran

the York to the James River. Working with radical members of Congress,

Stanton evolved a plan by which McClellan could be relieved from duty with

the army without causing a great outcry in the any and among the public.

The first steps had already been taken by late August. Halleck was in com-

mand in the War Department and Paps was in the field. McClellan's divisions

were gradually sent to Pope until by the Blst, McClellan had at his command

a force of less than a hundred men. At this point, Stanton was reach to is-

sue final orders. ‘ Early reports from Centreville led him to believe that

Pope was winning a substantial victory over the Confederates. With this

intelligence, Stanton believed he was safe in relieving McClellan from duty

in orders and insulting him at the same time. The order cited above was

the result.

Then came the bad news that instead of a victory, John Pope had gained

the Union a crushing defeat. Stanton had to rely on a secondary schme which

he had already put into Operation in an effort to force McClellan out. Stan-

ton and Chase had decided that if it became necessary, they would organise

the cabinet into forcing Lincoln to remove McClellan. Stanton drafted a

letter to the President which was to be submitted over as many cabinet
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signatures as could be obtained. This letter, in the form first drafted

by Stanton, read:

The undersigned feel compelled by a profound sense of duty to

the government and the people of the United States, and to your-

self as your constitutional advisers, respectfully to recommend

the immediate removal of George B. McClellan from any command

in the amiss of the United States. We are constrained to urge

this by the conviction that after a sad and humiliating trial

of twelve months and by the frightful and useless sacrifice of

the lives of new thousand brave men and the waste of new

millions of national means, he has proved to be incompetent for

aw important military comand, and also because by recent dis-

obedience of superior orders and inactivity, he has twice im-

perilled the fate of the am commanded by General Pope and

while he continues in command will daily hazard the fate of our

amiss, exhibiting no sign of a disposition or capacity to restore

by courage and diligence the national honor that has been so deeply

tarnished in the eyes of the world by his military failures. We

are unwilling to be accessory to the destruction of our amiss, the

protraction of the war, the waste of our national resources, and

the overthrow of the government, which we believe must be the in-

evitable consequences of George B. McClellan being continued in

command, and seek, therefore, by his prompt removal to afford an

opportunity to capable officers under God's providence to preserve

our national existence.1 ’

In order to be effective, Stanton and Chase believed this document

should be signed by as man and as powerful cabinet officers as possible.

Seward was out of town and Blair still believed in McClellan. Chase then

agreed to solicit the signature of Welles. The Secretary of the Navy rs-

fused on the grounds that the assumptions contained in the document could

not be proven and besides the technique of submitting an ultimatum to the

President was inappropriate.2 0n the Blst, Stanton himself tried to talk

Welles into signing, but with the same effect, so on Monday, Septanber l

Welles was presented a new letter, desigzed to accomplish the same ends

Im 3. Hendrick, Lincoln's War Cabinet, Boston, Little, Brown &

COO, 19h6’ 308.

2 gig g_f_ Gideon Welles, I, 93-91;.
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but written in the clear reasoned consitutional words of Bates rather than

the pleadingly urgent statements of Stanton. While Welles believed the

letter was a great improvenent, the method was still repugnant to him. Un-

able to obtain the required support, Stanton and Chase did not present their

letter to the President. Indeed, such an action would have been most out of

order, since, while Stanton was plotting McClellan's complete removal, Lin-

coln had taken certain steps designed to give McClellan command of large

bodies of trOOps again. Lincoln announced his decision in cabinet meeting

on the 2nd.1

Such activities on the part of high government officials goes a long

way in demonstrating the hysterical melieu of Washington in 1862. Such

lvstsria prevented am rational attempt to understand with what military

issues the field commanders had been faced. As it turned out, Stanton's

efforts to oust McClellan during July and August failed because of the

failure of his military protege and because Lincoln asserted his domina-

tion of the cabinet. The Secretary of War, however, was not one to give

up the fight and so continued relentlessly to work for McClellan's relief

until in November of 1862 he finally secured the desired goal. But before

that event transpired, McClellan was again given an opportunity to demon-

strate that his military acumen was more than a match for the brilliant Lee.

And the radical forces were again given the opportunity to demonstrate their

implacable hatred for the Democratic military chief.

After repeated attempts had been made to obtain some orders from Hal-

leck, McClellan was finally granted an interview with the commanding general

mica.





326

on September 1. McClellan was assigned command of the defenses of Washing-

ton but was strictly enjoined from exercising any control over troops with

or en route to Pope's command.1 McClellan accepted his new duties and then

told Halleck that Pope's any had been decisively defeated. When Halleck

expressed doubts as to the accuracy of McClellan's intelligence, McClellan

suggested the rather obvious expedient of Hallsck's checking for himself.

Although the commanding general and his chief of staff did not believe they

could spare the time from their offices, the adjutant general, Colonel Kel-

ton, was finally dispatched. As a precaution, McClellan warned Kelton to

seek information at places other than Pope's headquarters if a reliable

report were desired.2

That afternoon the troubled Lincoln sent for McClellan. He had reason

to believe, the President stated, that the Army of the Potomac was not co-

Operating with Pope. Would McClellan, he asked, use his influence in cor-

recting this matter. McClellan was, of course, shocked by the President's

suggestion, believing he must have been misinformed. No matter how the

Armr of the Potomac might view POpe as a person, McClellan was confident

that the army would do its full duty for the new commander. At Lincoln's

insistence, however, McClellan agreed to wire Porter and other of his per-

sonal friends asking them to extend full cooperation to Pope. 'mis rather

amazing telegram urged Porter, for McClellan's sake and that of the country,

to lend the ”fullest and most cordial cooperation to General Pops" as in

that week of crisis the destinies of the country and the honor of the any

1 McClellan, Re ort, 3133.

2 McClellan, LEE—"Stag, 531..
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were at stake.

The following morning, Lincoln and Halleck called on McClellan as the

general was at breakfast. Kslton had returned from the front and confirmed

the gloomr intelligence of Paps's rout. Lincoln, believing that some 30,000

stragglers were clogging the road into Washington and that the capital was

bound to fall, asked McClellan if he would ”under the circumstances" and as

a favor to the President, resume command and do the best that could be done.

McClellan, of course, accepted this responsibility and tried to quiet the

fears of the upset President by telling him the capital could be saved.

Although neither Lincoln nor Halleck believed this, they were content to

leave the matter in McClellan's hands, ordering him to stOp and collect

stragglers, put the defenses of Washington in order and assume command of

Pope's arnw as it came within the vicinity of Washington.2

This little drama sheds great light on the character of both the Presi-

dent and McClellan and reveals some of the pressures under which both labored.

Lincoln's reference to ”under the circumstances" would seem to imply that both

he and McClellan realized that the general had been shabbily treated. His

asking HcClellan to assume command "as a favor to me" would seen to imply a

realisation that although he had a legal right to command McClellan, he had

no moral right to order the general after having been the authority by which

McClellan had been stripped of power. His placing the fate of Washington in

McClellan's hands would seem to imply a trust in the general's military judg-

ment in spite of strong predilections against him. There was no other officer

I McClellan, Report, 31414.

2 McClellan, 9:2 Story, 535-
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in the Union camp with sufficient ability to weld the defeated and dis-

organized brigades of Pope's army into a tool ready to fling any advance

of the Confederates back into Virginia. The fact that Halleck accompanied

Lincoln but allowed the President to issue the orders serves to underscore

the change which had come about in the conduct of the war. Civilians were

now conducting the technical phases of the war. McClellan's characteristic

response of willingness to assume command emphasizes his entire philosophy.

He was a soldier who, regardless of how badly his government treated him,

was obliged to risk all if that government commanded. His government did

command and he accepted its orders even though he realized that, in view

of the war hysteria, a failure might mean his being tried by courts-martial.

McClellan at once set to work with his staff preparing to organize

the troops for a defense of Washington. Orders were sent to Pope prescrib-

ing routes for various elements of the command to approach Washington. Dur-

ing the course of this hectic morning, McClellan had occasion to requisie

tion small anus from the Washington arsenal. It was unfilled because the

frightened Secretary of War had ordered the contents of the arsenal to be

shipped from the city to prevent seizure by the Confederates. After some

negotiations, the Secretary's order was countermanded.1L The incident

serves to show the fear that gripped high government officials as McClel-

lan struggled to restore order. Such panic makes all the more praisewortm'

the general's achievements.

Even as McClellan was faced with major obstacles to successful achieve-

ment of his objective, so was Lincoln subjected to extreme pressures. He

"' "Tic—mime, 91:3 Stag, 536.
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realised that restoring licClellan to command could very well precipitate

such a crisis that his cabinet would dissolve, the members taking with them

large segments of pOpular support from the administration. Passions of

some cabinet officers had reached such heat that Lincoln's fears were well

grounded. General surprise was manifest at cabinet meeting on September 2

when Stanton, his voice trembling with emotion, informed the members of Mo-

Clellan's restoration to command. Lincoln arrived just as Stanton finished

making his announcement and assumed full responsibility for McClellan's

orders. Lincoln explained that while McClellan had some weaknesses, yet

there was no one who so commanded the confidence of the army and no one who

could so well man the defenses of the capital. Chase and Stanton both

strongly remonstrated with the President, Chase claiming the move would be

a national calamity while Stanton declared that Lincoln's direct interven-

tion into the chain of command virtually relieved everyone of responsibility

for the defense of Washington.1 One major element of Lincoln's greatness

was that he was able to ride out this incipient palace revolt, thus retain-

ing his power over his advisers. Lesser men, Bushman for example, have

been unable to overcome strong advisers and Lincoln's cabinet was composed

of strong men.

Late that day two orders were issued regularizing the actions taken

by Lincoln in restoring McClellan to command. The first appeared by order

of the Secretary of War. Stanton, not wishing to be a party to elevating

McClellan, caused that order to 'be withdrawn and one by order of Halleck

I Wanna, EEE-12 , 10h.
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substituted for it.

Haj.-Gen. McClellan will have command of the fortifica-

tions of Washington and of all the trOOps for the defense

of the capital.

By order of Maj .-Gen. Halleck

E. D. Townsend

Asst. Adj.-Gen.

McClellan, meanwhile, was completing his preparations prior to starting

for the front to assume control of the am. Just as he was leaving, a mes-

senger came from Halleck informing him that he should not exercise command

until the troops had actually reached the immediate vicinity of the forti-

fications. McClellan therefore waited until afternoon before riding out to

the most advanced of the detached works.

Taking with him some of his aides and a small cavalry escort, he rode

at once to Munson's Hill, reaching there at about the same time as some of

the infantry of King's division. These were halted and put into position.

Shortly afterwards, Generals Pope and McDowell approached, surrounded by a

regiment of cavalry. McClellan inquired as to where the artillery firing

was coming from. Pops thought it was probably against Sumner, acting on

the rear guard, but could give no precise information. He asked leave to

go on to Washington, which was granted. McClellan, meanwhile, heading for

the firing. Before departing, however, he dispatched his aides and orderb

lies with instructions to troops coming in by the Alexandria and Central

roads. ‘Ihen, with Colburn and three orderlies, he started across country.

By the time the party reached Langley road from whence had come sounds of



/
‘
§

(
‘
0



331

firing, the artillery stepped. It was after dark when he came upon the

1

first troops and then took place one of the real drama of the war. Cap-

tain William H. Powell of the 11th U. S. Infantry was resting along the road

to Washington when he spied horsemen in the gloom. Turning to his commander,

he said:

'Colonel, if I did not know that General McClellan had been

relieved of all command, I should say that he was one of that

party,’ adding immediately, 'I do really believe it is he“

'Nonsense,' said the colonel; 'what would General McClellan

be doing out in this lonely place, at this time of night,

without an escort? '

The two horsemen passed on to where the men of the column

were lying, standing, or sitting, and were soon lost in the

shadowy gloom. But a few moments had elapsed, however, when

Captain John D. Wilkins, of the 3d Infantry (now colonel of

the 5th) came running toward Colonel Buchanan, crying out:

'Colonel: Colonel: General McClellan is heret'

Toe enlisted men caught the sound! Whoever was awake aroused his

neighbor. Wes were rubbed, and those tired fellows, as the news

passed down the column, jumped to their feet, and sent up such a

hurrah as the Army of the Potomac had never heard before. Shout

upon shout went out into the stillness of the night; and as it

was taken up along the road and repeated by regiment, brigade,

division, and corps, we could hear the roar dying away in the

distance. The effect of this man's presence upon the Army of the

Potomac—in sunshine or rain, in darkness or in daylight, in victo-

ry or defeat-was electrical, and too wonderful to make it worth

while attempting to give a reason for it. Just two weeks from this

time this defeated army, under the leadership of lcClsllan, won the

battles of South Mountain and Antietam, having narched ten days out

of the two weeks in order to do it.2

McClellan than satisfied himself that Sumner was pursuing his march un-

molested, so sent on to inform him that a change of command had actually taken

place. McClellan then returned by Chain Bridge road to a little house near

"' " I'M—Teeaim Own Story 537.

2 _B_e & £0, £1” ’
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Langley where he found Porter. The two spent several hours in conversation,

then McClellan returned to Washington. By daybreak the troops were all

within the defenses of Washington and ready to repel any attacks.1

In a sense, McClellan's fortunes had made a full cycle. A year before,

he had been called to Washington to assume command of a badly defeated mob

of untrained men in uniform. He had organized and trained those men and had 3

led them forth into a well-conceived campaign. He had maneuvered than to as

close to Richmond as Union trOOps were to get until 1861; and had then kept

them organized as the brightest of the Confederate generals attempted to

destroy the Federal arm. Instead of releasing his grip on the throat of .

the Confederate capital, he merely took a slightly different bite and pre-

pared to complete the strangulation of the Virginia metropolis. His plans

were spoiled and his hepes dashed when Lincoln, forced by political pres-

sures ordered the arm back to the vicinity of Washington. Lincoln's sup-

port and Pope's defeat both contributed to the defeat of the conspiracy aimed

at relieving McClellan, and he was again called to restore order to a defeated,

demoralized arm. But this time his stock of support from political leaders

was pitifully small. He was to retain his command only until the danger to

the capital had passed. Then he was cast off.

I MCCIGIEH’ .91.“- 51:05:" 5380





CHAPTER XIII

SOUTH MOUNTAIN AND ANTIETAM

From late June until September, 1862, the Confederates underthe

command of Robert E. Lee, aided by the Lincoln administration's attempts

at military strateg, had defeated the efforts of the Arm of the Potomac

to lodge itself close to Richmond. They had further cleared Virginia, ex-

cept in the western part of the state, of Federal trOOps. Now, having de-

feated the Union forces under POpe and driven them back in disorder upon

the defenses of Washington, Lee began to ponder his future actions.

Several courses were open to him. He could resume the defensive in

Virginia and allow some of his battle-wise veterans to be shipped to the

trans-Mississippi area to help in reclaiming Missouri for the South. This

course, in the minds of many of his troops, was the only ethicalpath to

follow. The war, in their eyes, was a defensive one, fought to protect

Southern culture. To go from the strategic defense over to an offensive

against the North wrenched the purposes for which men endured the kinds of

hardships they had been experiencing. To head north, in the face of this

sort of opinion, was to risk encouraging straggling and large-scale de-

sertion. Indeed, once the move was made, Lee was handicapped by precisely

this sort of thing.

(m the other hand, there were immsnss anticipated gains to be had

from a successful invasion of the North. His troops were low on food and

clothing. Raids into such places as Hagerstown, Harrisburg, Philadelphia,

or Baltimore might provide the means with which to re-equip his ragged and

barefootsd soldiers. Then, too, the prestige of the North abroad was at
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low ebb. Northern armies in the east had been prevented from Obtaining

their objective. If Lee could demonstrate the ability of the Confederacy

to invade the North, EurOpean powers and England might recognise the Con-

federacy, and.night possibly even intervene in the war.

‘With such a stake to play for, coupled with his estimate of the Union

ability and willingness to resist, Lee and his president decided to risk a

movement north of the Potomac. Since the defenses of'Washington were too

strong for an attack against that place, Lee elected to cross the Potomac

farther upstream, leaving the defenders of the Federal capital to wonder

where he had gone.

Between the hth and 7th of September, then, Lee crossed his army into

Maryland. It was in a very real sense a dramatic moment as the first grey-

clad soldiers crossed the river to the thrilling music of “Maryland, my

Maryland." The generals all hoped that these trOOps would appear to the

Marylanders as libsrators and to this end tried.to make the best.impression

possible. On the 8th, as the army was concentrating around.Frederick, Lee

addressed a proclamation to the people ofjuaryland, styling the invading

army as libsrators of that southern state. But the address did not have

the desired effect. Recruits did not come in and supplies from the vicini-

ty of Frederick soon ran low. Lee then had to consider an early removal

from there.

He elected to move west to the vicinity of Hagerstown, but to do so

‘would place the Uhion garrison at Harpers Ferry squarely astride his axis

of communications. Lee had believed that Harpers Ferry would be evacuated

when he crossed into Maryland. Because of the confused command.picture in
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Washington, however, this was not done. Lee then decided to move part of

his command to Hagerstown while the rest of his forces went to reduce

Harpers Ferry. When that chore was accomplished, all trOOps were to be re-

concentrated at Hagerstown with a free Shenandoah valley at their backs down

which they could retreat if such became necessary.

This plan Lee reduced to writing in Special Order 191 Headquarters,

Arm of Northern Virginia.

‘Ihe am will resume its march to-morrow, taking the Hagers-

town road. General Jackson's command will form the advance,

and after passing Middletown, with such portion as he may

select, will take the route towards Sharpsburg, cross the

Potomac at the most convenient point, and by Friday night

take possession of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, capture

such of the enem as may be at Martinsburg, and intercept

such as may attempt to escape from Harper's Ferry.

General Longstreet's comand will pursue the same road as far

as Boonsboro', where it will halt with the reserve, supply and

baggage trains of the army.

General He Laws, with his own division and that of General

R. H. Anderson, will follow General Longstreet. On reaching

Middletown, he will take the route to Harper's Ferry, and by

Friday morning possess himself of the Maryland Heights, and

endeavor to capture the enenw at Harper's Ferry and vicinity.

General Walker, with his division, after accomplishing the

object in which he is now engaged, will cross the Potomac

at Cheek's Ford, ascend its right bank to Lovettsville, take

possession of London Heights if practicable, by Friday morning,

Keys' ford on his left, and the road between the end of the

mountain and the Potomac on his right. He will, as far as

V practicable, cOOperate with General Nolan and General Jackson,

in intercepting the retreat of the enem.

General D. H. Hill's division will fom the rear guard of the

am, pursuing the road taken by the main how. The reserve

artillery, ordnance, and supply trains, &c., will precede

General Hill.

General Stuart will detach a squadron of cavalry to accomparw

the comnands of General Longstreet, Jackson, and chaws, and with
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the main body of the cavalry will cover the route of the

army, and bring up all stragglers that may have been left

behind.

me commands of General Jackson, McLaws, and Walker, after

accomplishing the objects for which they have been detached,

will join the main bocw of the arnw at Boonsboro or Hagerstown.

Each regiment on the march, will habitually carry its axes in

the regimental ordnance wagons, for the use of the men at their

encampments to procure wood, &c.

By command of Gen. R. E. Lee,

R. H. Chilton,

A. A. General.

‘M.;).-oen. D. H. Hill,

Comd' g. Division.1

After assuming command of Pope's retreating forces, McClellan strug-

gled to reassert his authority through recreated channels of cormnand. His

own position was anomalous, since the official order placing him in command

restricted his activities to the defenses of Washington proper. While Lin-

coln envisaged McClellan in his old role of commander of the Army of the Po-v

tomac, the written order did not make this clear, and much explaining had to

be done to insure strict compliance with orders. In addition to his own posi-

tion, McClellan had to consider how his responsibilities related to those of

Pope. Pope was unclear as to whether he was subordinate to McClellan or re-

tained independent power. On the 2nd, the day of decision, Halleck did

nothing to alleviate the confusion, but the next day ordered Paps to Hashing-

ton and informed him that for the time being McClellan was in general charge.

0n the 5th, Halleck got around to notifying McClellan that Pope had been re-

lieved and that some other shifts in corps organization had been made, notably

2

the relief of McDowell from duty with the I corps. In considering these
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events, it should be remembered that McClellan was tacitly charged with the

accomplishment of two tremendous objectives, without his knowing whether or

not he had the authority to fulfill his responsibilities. He was to make

Washington safe and at the same tine place the amy on such a footing as to

enable it to go over to the offensive should the occasion offer. That he

was able to accomplish so much speaks volumes about his skill, bravery, and

patriotism. In similar circumstances other men have resigned rather than

face an impossible situation.

On September 3 the Confederates disappeared from in front of Washing-

ton and McClellan began to receive intelligence that Lee was crossing the

upper Potomac into Maryland. These reports required some major shifts of

units, since it would now be necessary to cover not only Washington but the

approaches to Baltimore and Philadelphia as well. To this end, cavalry was

ordered to maintain contact with the enemr land the various Union corps were

moved so as to screen the capital from the west and to be in a position to

strike at the Confederates if the occasion offered. On the 3rd, the II

and XII corps were moved to Tenallytown, and the IX corps to a point on

7th Street near Washington. On the 5th, the II and XII corps were again

moved, this time to the vicinity of Rockville. On the 6th the I and II

corps were ordered to Leesboro and the VI corps and one division of the V

corps moved out to Tenallytown:L

As soon as these early dispositions were made, McClellan reported to

Halleck, who wanted to know who would command the three advance corps.
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McClellan said that no one had been designated since he was going to take

command himself. Halleck then pointed out that McClellan's command was

limited to the defenses of Washington and did not extend to any active

field a.mw.1

it about this same period, Secretary of State Seward called on Me-

Clellan to inquire as to the status of Harpers Ferry. McClellan said he

believed, in view of Lee's presence north of the Potomac, that Harpers

Ferry ought to be evacuated and its garrison united with the main amy.

He reasoned that the Harpers Ferry garrison could not hinder the enem

from crossing the Potomac and could only serve as an easy target for a

Confederate raid. Seward was much impressed and asked McClellan to go

with him at once to place his point of view before Halleck. The two men

found that Halleck had retired for the night, but got him up nonetheless.

Halleck was not impressed with McClellan's reasoning, stating that every-

thing was under control and that the garrison should not be withdrawn.2

In view of the subsequent developments of the campaign, the situation at

Harpers Ferry requires some analysis.

One of the classic principles of warfare is that of concentration.

To defeat an enem, a commander must be able to concentrate overwhelming

superiority at critical points while at the same time so maneuvering the

enemy into reducing his forces there. Since such concentrations cannot .

be maintained at all places along an extended fighting front, a commander

must be willing to risk leaving light forces in some sectors in order to

I go & £0, II, 5510

2 _1:_p__i_c_i_., 552.



339

have sufficient men to concentrate on his major objective. Perhaps the

clearest example of this principle was the German Schlieffen Plan for

offensive operations against France. The terms of this plan called for

concentrating overwhelming strength north of the French city of Metz while

encouraging heavy French assaults against inferior German forces south of

that place. McClellan's entire notion of warfare was predicated upon this

principle. He had argued that heavy concentration in the east was essential

leaving lighter forces elsewhere to attract as much enemr attention as pos-

sible. carrying this principle into the tactical considerations in Sep-

tember, 1862, he believed that leaving small isolated garrisons exposed

was only to invite useless loss of men and supplies. The troops which

could so quickly become captives of the Confederates could do more good

with the main body of the Union army. Especially was this true since

Harpers Ferry was a place which could not be held with an enem in pos-

session of the valley north of it. If Lee could get north of Harpers Ferry,

he could capture it. If McClellan could drive Lee out ofthe region north

of Harpers Ferry, he could also reclaim that place. Lee himself firmly be-

lieved that the Federal forces would evacuate Harpers Ferry and was as much

surprised as McClellan was to discover that it had been ordered held.

Some point has been made that the presence of Union forces at Harpers

Ferry caused Lee to split his forces, thus presenting McClellan an oppor-

tunity to crush the Confederate forces in detail, and that because this.

happened, Halleck's reasoning was sound.1 This is spacious reasoning, for

Lee might Just as well have allowed the Harpers Ferry garrison to ”die on
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the vine.” The force there was just too small to do arm damage to Lee's

rear. The fact that Lee risked splitting his forces to capture Harpers

Ferry speaks more about Lee's personality than it does about Halleck's

wisdom. Lee could not resist the opportunity to collect supplies and pick

up a few prisoners when it appeared to him that the enemy had made a serious

blunder. Halleck's unorthodox decision may have made a difference in the

Maryland campaign but there is no evidence that in‘making it, he expected

the result of a false move by the Confederate general. Further, $173211“:

that in the long run continued unorthodox decisions can not help but miti-

gate against the side making them. We are told that Hitler made mm de-

cisions in the early part of World War II which, while successful, were

contrary to basic principles of war. His continued period of active com-

mand eventually ended with the defeat of the German am. Generals may

vary the techniques of war, and should if they are to be victorious, but

to violate fundamental principles of strategy for long must always result

in defeat.

By the 7th of September, Lee's advance to Frederick was nearly canplete

and it became essential for the Union forces to do something to Oppose him.

As no commander had been appointed to take the field with the Federal forces

McClellan resolved to take the field himself, even though he had no authori-

ty to do so. He paid his departing calls at the White House, War Department,

and the home of Seward, and moved out of Washington. After his relief from

command of the Arm of the Potomac, McClellan was charged with having as-

sumed command without authority and for nefarious purposes. llcClellan him-

self believed that he fought the battles of South Mountain and Antietam with
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a halter around his neck, for had he been defeated, he could very well have

been tried for illegal exercise oflcommand, and with radicals in power,

would probably have been executed.

Between the 7th and 13th of September, McClellan cautiously moved his

troops forward in an advancing m‘c with his left based always upon the Po-

tomac so as to prevent an flanking movement by the enemy to get between

him and Washington. There were several reasons for caution. McClellan

had no way of discovering what Lee's intentions were. The Confederate

leader could be maneuvering for a strike against Baltimore. He could be

trying to get McClellan to strike hard to the west, allowing the blow to

fall on thin air, while the Southerners attacked Washington. Or, he could

be only clearing the Shenandoah valley, occupying the Federal troops while

the harvests were gathered farther south. To have made a reconnaissance

in sufficient force to have pierced Lee's screens. could very well have

caused a meeting engagement to develOp before the Federal troops were suf-

ficiently reorganized. In addition, the nervous Halleck kept up a constant

flow of contradictory communications to McClellan, first urging caution,

then action. He feared that McClellan would advance too fast and thus be

drawn off balance and that McClellan would move so slowly as to fail to

close with the enem.

On September 10, McClellan received word that Lee was at Frederick-

but did not receive an indication as to what his intentions were. On the

llth, Burnside was ordered to make a strong demonstration across the Nation-

al Road and the B. & 0. tracks toward New Market. If it appeared that the

“'Tg‘."'&';'I, II, 552.
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enemy had moved toward Hagerstown, Burnside was to move rapidly on Freder-

ick. ‘All other corps were advanced so that Burnside's troops did not four

a salient ii: the line which could be pinched off. an the 12th, Union troops

entered Frederick and on the 13th, main elements from.hoth the right wing

and the center of the Union line passed through that city.1 It was on the

13th that a stroke of good fortune occurred.

About noon on the 13th of September, the 27th Indiana Volunteers of

the III corps stacked arms on ground which had recently been occupied by

ID. H. Hill's Confederate division. Very shortly after halting a first

sergeant and a.private, B.'W..Mitchell, brought to their colonel a packet

of three cigars wrapped by a paper which appeared to be an official order

of Robert E. Lee. The order was at once taken to the division headquarters.

There an officer was able to verify the authenticity of the signature of

Colonel Chilton, Lee's adjutant general, who had marked the order official.

This order proved to be Lee's Special Order 191,2 giving directions for a

movement designed to capture Harpers Ferry, occupy Hagerstown, and recon;

centrate the army at that place. It was at once transmitted to HcClellan's

headquarters, where it became the basis for action.3

This order, once McClellan.had it, made it possible to know fairly

exactly what Lee's plans were—~that is, if the order were not a ruse. The

order was found shortly after noon and.by early afternoon was at army heads

quarters. lelellan's first step, taken at 3:00 P.M., was to notify his

cavalry commander, Pleasanton, of the march route Lee had.prOposed to follow.

I “CCICE‘H, Re rt, 352.3530

2 gp. gig.
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Pleasanton was to ascertain whether that route had actually been followed.

During the remainder of the afternoon and evening, orders were sent to the

various corps commanders calling for an advance to begin the following morn-

ing. In issuing these orders, McClellan had two objectives to accomplish.

One was to relieve the garrison at Harpers Ferry and the other was to enter

a wedge betwoen the troops supposed to be at Boonsboro or Hagerstown and

those around Harpers Ferry. McClellan has been severely criticized for not

having moved on the 13th rather than waiting until the lbth. Such criticism

would probably be justified were it not for the fact that he could not afford

to act precipitately, in view of the political and military situation and in

view of the fact that formulation of a plan based upon the Lee order probably

could not be accomplished in much less than four or five hours. McClellan,

it must always be remembered, was not a division commander, but an arnw com-

mader with troops spread over a long front. In order to get them in acceler-

ated m oti on, even in the direction they had been moving, required some staff

planning to determine if the roads could handle the numbers of troops to be

put over them in a short time. It required reconsideration of the supply re-

quests for the next 21; or 1:8 hours, and it required establishment of liaison

between the elements to be comitted.

By 6220 on the evening of September 13, McClellan had formulated his

plan. In a letter of instructions to General Franklin at Buckeyestown, he

outlined the general tactics to be followed. Burnside, commanding the II

corps under Reno and the I corps under Hooker, was to move out that night

or early the next morning toward Turner's pass in South Mountain. Sumner,

commanding his own II corps and the III corps of Williams, was to follow.
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Both units were to use Boonsboro as their objective, with the view of de-

feating Longstreet, who was supposed to be there. Franklin, supported by

Couch' s division, was to head for Crampton's Gap with the objective of cut-

ting off the retreat of Mchrs, who was aiding Jackson in taking Harpers

Ferry. If Crampton's pass were found to be occupied, Franklin was ordered

to make all preparations for an attack and to commence the assault as soon

as he heard heavy firing from the north armmd Turner's Gap. Once the pass

was gained, Franklin was to turn south, defeat McLaws, and relieve Colonel

Miles at Harpers Ferry. As a possible but not probable objective, Franklin

was to swing north toward Sharpsburg or Williamsport to block the escape of

Longstreet toward the Potomac.1

The battle of South Mountain which took place on the next day, the lhth,

actually consisted of two battles fought for passes through the Blue Ridge

mountains so that the Federal trOOps could get through them to prevent union

of the separate wings of the Confederate any.

Franklin's phase of the operations was conducted without heavy loss,

but somewhat too late to accomplish the objectives which had been set for

him. At about noon on the lhth, he arrived at Burkettsville to find the

enem guarding both sides of the road leading into Cramptonis pass. The

corps was. formed astride the road and the advance begun which slowly drove

the Confederates to the crest of the pass, thence in rapid retreat down the

other side. At the close. of this action, Franklin was through the mountains

within three and a half miles of Maryland Heights overlooking Harpers Ferry.

Plans were made to continue the advance on the following morning. At 7:00
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AJ. on the 15th, however, Iii-anklin observed from the crest of the pass

across Pleasant Valley to the west and decided from the formidable ap-

pearance of the Confederate lines not to attack toward Harpers Ferry.

Later that on the Confederate forces withdrew from Harpers Ferry and

Pleasant Valley toward Sharpsburg. Franklin spent the day reconcentrat-

ing his corps. The following evening, the 16th, he received orders from

McClellan to move to Sharpsburg. He began that movement at 5:30 the next

morning.1

While Franklin was thus engaged in crossing the Blue Ridge mountains

at Crampton's Gap, Federal troops of the right wing under Burnside and

troops of the center under Sumner were engaged for the possession of Turner's

Gap. On the morning of the 13th Pleasanton's cavalry had been ordered to

move in the direction of Middletown to maintain contact with the many. In

early afternoon he reached Turner's Gap where he found the emery in what ap-

peared to be a heavy concentration and with an apparent determination to de-

fend the pass. Pleasanton sent a request back to Burnside for infantry sup-

port and permission to make a reconnaissance of the position.

As has been related, Lee's order fell into McClellan's hands early in

the afternoon on the-13th and, not knowing what forces Pleasanton had en-

countered, the commanding general ordered a crossing of the Blue Ridge to

determine if Lee's order was actually being carried out. On the night of

the 13th, orders were issued at varying hours to each of the units, calling

for movement the next morning. The orders to Hooker and Sykes were dis-

—‘T——_B_.& Eu II, 596.
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patched at 11:30 PAM. requiring movement at daylight and 6:00 A.M. re-

spectively. Sumner's order was dispatched at 8:h5 P.M. calling for move-

ment at 7:00 1.x. on the 1ht‘h.1

In the evening of September 13, General Cox, commanding one of the

divisions of Burnside's corps, which was then under the command of Jesse

L. Reno, was ordered to support Pleasanton's cavalry strike at Turner's

Gap the next morning. it 6:00 A.M., then, on the 1hth, Cox's lead bri-

gade marched out of Middletown. The troops had not progressed far when

they received indirect word that Confederates were in the pass in force.

Cox then.p1aced all of his division in motion so as to be able to support

his lead brigade if it ran into trouble. He also sent word to Reno saying‘

he expected trouble. Before Cox made contact with the enemy, he had receiv-

ed word from Reno that the rest of the Ichorps would.move at once to sup-

port the action. Instead.of’moving to Turner's Gap, Cox directed.his troops

to a pass some short distance to the south called Fox's Gap. There, about

oneéhalf mile from the top at about 9:00 Len}, Cox ran into a Confederate

'brigade under the command of Brigadier-General Garland. ‘After a fierce

fire fight, the Uhion troops overran Garland's position. Then, believing

he still had heavy work cut out for him, Cox reformed his lines, not real-

izing that his fight had routed the Confederates. Before his lines were

reformed, however, General G. B. Anderson arrived and attempted to regain

the ground lost by Garland. Though this attack failed, Cox subsequently

‘withdrew to await the arrival of fresh troops from the corps reserve.

Mc e , Re art, 365.



r
w

/
‘



3h?

‘Ihese troops, under Wilcox, arrived at about 2:00 Pm. and from then until

the end of the fight the Union forces pushed on until at sunset all of the

Confederate positions except one, astride a small knoll, were in Federal

hands.1

While Cox was comencing the operations, other elements of McClellan's

army were moving from their positions east of the Catoctin range of moun-

tains. Hooker's corps left its position at about sunrise and by 1:00 P.M.

had arrived at the Catoctin Creek. Upon a request from Reno and an order

from McClellan, Hooker advanced one of his divisions, that under the com-

mand of George Meade, to the right of Reno's trOOps in order to create a

diversion. As the rest of Hooker's corps arrived, they were committed to

the left and right of Mesde's division. The entire battle line broke into

flame as the I corps steadily advanced up the slopes, until by nightfall

it was on top of the crest of the mountain range camnanding the road on

both sides, which passed through Fox's Gap.

The II and III corps under the comand of Sumner arrived at South

Mountain shortly before dark and did not take part in the actions of the

day. Syke's division of regulars halted for the night at Middletown in

am reserve. Thus the entire right and center of the saw was concen-

trated on or near South Mountain in a position to attack again the follow-

ing morning. it daylight, however, the advancing Union skirmishers found

that the enemy had withdrawn.

'Ihe fight at South Mountain was a Union victory, but not of the di-

mensions McClellan claimed. It was a fight unexpected by the arm commander,

—r———§.& 5., 1:, 587-589.
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since he believed that the passes would be relatively lightly held. This

expectation goes far in explaining why the Union attacks were delivered

at such widely spaced intervals. The trOOps were not present to make a

concerted effort since South Mountain was not supposed to become the field

of battle. Once the engagement was Joined, however, McClellan's actions

deserve praise. He quickly rode to the front and after sizing up the situ-

ation ordered the attack by Hooker's corps to relieve the pressure on Reno.

As the other troops came up toward evening, he disposed of them so as to be

able to present a concerted attack on the following morning. The fact that

Cox's fight was not crowned with more striking success was due more to chance

than to poor planning at the any headquarters.

The fight at South Mountain had come about as a result of McClellan's

acting on the basis of Lee's last order and as a result of Lee altering

the plans that order outlined. Lee had planned on holding both the columns

of Longstreet and of D. H. Hill at Boonsboro in order to block any Union at-

tempt to relieve Harpers Ferry. Then he received word of a possible Union

thrust through Pennsylvania to Hagerstown. To investigate this rumor and

to secure the store of flour and other supplies believed to be there, Lee

ordered, over Longstreet's protests, Longstreet's corps to Hagerstown.

D. H. Hill was to remain at Boonsboro as a rear guard with the mission of

delaying the enemy. It was Lee' s hope that McClellan would proceed cautious-

ly toward the Blue Ridge mountains and that Hill, Longstreet, and Jackson

could be concentrated some place to the west where they could operate against

McClellan's lengthening lines of communications. In other words, it was not

Lee's intention to guard for very long the passes over the Blue Ridge mountains.
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McClellan was to be enticed to the west only after Jackson had accomplish-

ed his mission at Harpers Ferry.

During the night of September 13, the day before the battle of South

Mountain, Hill received word from east of Turner's Gap that, judging from

the camp fires, the entire Federal am had approached South Mountain.

Hill relayed this information to Lee at Hagerstown. Lee at about the same

time received other startling news. Stuart had been visited by 'a Southern

sympathizer from Frederick who told him that McClellan had found a‘ copy of

the order by which Lee had separated his command. Stuart forwarded this ;

information to Lee and then shifted his own forces south, believing Cramp-

ton's Gap to be the logical place for McClellan's main effort.

Lee still believed that he could spare time for Jackson to accomplish

his mission, but to do so the passes to South Mountain would have to be de-

fended. To this end, he ordered Hill to cooperate with Stuart in holding

the passes. He further mentioned that Longstreet would return at once

from Hagerstown to help in the defense.

Thus it can be seen that once again McClellan's maneuvers had forced

Lee to fight on ground and with forces insufficient for the purposes.

The fight at South Mountain, Just as the fight at Malvern Hill, represent-

ed McClellan placing his trOOps where Lea was bound to collide with than.

One wonders again which general demonstrated the better insight into the

mind of his enenw. A

After the battle of South Mountain, Lee began to receive the gloom

reports of his subordinates. Hood and Hill, both of whom had participated

heavily in the day's work, advised withdrawal of the army. Added to these
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recommendations came the knowledge that Summer's fresh corps had moved

into line and would be ready to start the proceedings the following morn-

ing. Lee was seriously considering the abandoning the.Mary1and campaign

and even drafted a note to McLaws ordering him to give up his position in

front of Harpers Ferry. Lee changed his.mind, however, when he heard from

Jackson that the following morning ought to see victory for the Confederate

forces and that Jackson understood the need for concentration. Lee resolv—

ed to remain in Maryland, to entice McClellan to attack a position favorable

to the Confederates and.when fortune smiled to go over to the offensive and

give McClellan a stinging defeat. To this end, he selected the little road

Junction of Sharpsburg as the point of concentration and ordered all troops

there to take up a defensive position behind Antietam Creek. As soon as

Jackson had received the surrender of the Union ferces at Harpers Ferry,

he began to move his troops north to the concentration point. During the

morning of September 16 they arrived, thus adding new strength to Lee's de-

fensive-line.

Lee's selection of Sharpsburg as a concentration point had much to com-

:mend it. Located close to the junction of the Antietam Creek and the Po-

tomac, it could be reached by Jackson moving north from Harpers Ferry. It

'was close enough to the Potomac so that Lee could retreat over that river

into Virginia if defeated. It was far enough west from the Blue Ridge

mountains that McClellan could be driven back against them if Lee was able

to resume the offensive. Antietam Creek and the gentle hills to the west

‘made for a fair defensive position, although the left flank of the army

'would have to rest pretty much in the air. The right flank, of course,

had the Potomac to serve as flank protection. (See map.)
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INVASION OF MARYLAND

While Lee was thus straining every effort to concentrate his troops

- at Sharpsburg, McClellan was working hard to exploit the victories of

Crampton's and Turner's Gaps. Franklin was ordered to move toward Harpers

Ferry to relieve that place. Stunner, Burnside, and Porter were ordered to

move out on the road to Boonsboro. These three corps would then be in posi-

tion to branch straight south to Rohrersville if Franklin needed help re-

lieving Harpers Ferry or to head southwest if a concentration were ordered

at Sharpsburg. The cavalry was to precede the leading elenents of infantry

as they moved in compliance with these orders.
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As these orders were being executed, McClellan began to receive in-

telligence as to the movements of Lee. He heard that Harpers Ferry had

been surrendered and that McLaw's Confederate troops had disappeared from

in front of Franklin. He learned that Lee seemed to be concentrating at

Sharpsburg. By mid-afternoon, his intelligence seemed accurate enough to

begin accommodating his movements to those of Lee. Franklin was ordered

to evacuate Rohrersville and to move directly to Sharpsburg. The other

corps were given similar instructions in the hopes that Lee might be forced

into a battle on the 15th. The maneuvers which McClellan's amy had been

forced to make, however, prevented the trOOps arriving at the point of

concentration in time to undertake activity that day.

Late in the afternoon of the 15th, McClellan went to the head of the

main body of his army to find that only two divisions, those of Richardson

and Sykes, had arrived opposite Lee's position west of the Antietam Creek.

Richardson had arrived first and deployed near the Antietam Creek on the

right of the Sharpsburg road. Sykes had deployed on the left of the road.

These two divisions were to be the base for the build-up. After making a

hasty examination of the area, McClellan decided it was too late in the day

to attempt offensive operations. He then began to direct the placing of

artillery in the center and to select concentration points for his arriving

corps on either side of the Sharpsburg mrnpike.

At this point it is reasonable to inquire as to why McClellan did not

bend every effort to have his troops reach for an attack the following mom-

ing, the 16th. Had he struck then he would have found Lee in an extremely

weak condition without the brigades under Jackson, McLaws, and A. P. Hill.
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Lee, so weakened, might have been destroyed and with his destruction the

hopes of the Confederacy. McClellan gives unsatisfactory reasons for not

attacking. He says that it was not until morning of the 16th that the

last of the corps of his main bocv was in position. By that time he found

that the Confederates had shifted the positions of some of their batteries

sufficiently to warrant altering the position of some Union troops. His

morning was given over to reconnoitering the new positions taken by the

enem, examining the ground, finding fords and clearing their approaches

and hurrying up the supply and ammunition trains. These last had been

crowded off the road by the combat arms in hopes of catching the enenw.

The amunition had to be brought up, since that of many of the troops had

been expended in the fights on the 114th.

These reasons Just do not satisfy. McClellan had arrived at the front

early enough in the afternoon to have surveyed the ground and formed his

attack plan. Then, instead of concentrating his corps on either side of

the road, he might better have directed them to places from which his at-

tack could have been launched the following morning. His staff might have

been used to hurry up the corps so as to give the troops their rest in

position, rather than along the road. The troops had had sufficient time

on the night of the 114th to have replenished their ammunition. If the

need for speed was sufficient to have forced supply vehicles off the road,

then the troops so hurried forward should have been ready to fight at a

moment's notice. . If they were not so ready to fight, the hurrying was

useless waste of energy.

However, in defense of McClellan several things must be said. His
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information led him to believe that Lee was stronger than Lee actually

was. Lee did occupy a strong defensive position. It would be well to

prepare as carefully as possible before assailing it. Then, too, McClel-

lan here, as during the entire campaign, was plagued by an uneven organ-

izational structure. The forces he was using were from two separate

amiss. He had not yet welded the units into a smoothly functioning

whole. To have directed his corps into attack positions late at night

would have required a closer liaison than had as yet been built up. It

must always be kept in mind that these events transpired only two weeks

after McClellan had been given command of the defenses of Washington. In

that time he had been required to feel carefully to determine Lee's move-

ments. When he finally discovered what they were, he had moved quickly to

the offensive and had fought a heavy engagement at South Mountain and had

at once gone in close pursuit of the Confederates. Once having closed

with the enemy, and in view of his penchant for the set-piece offensive,

it is small wonder that he took the day of the 16th to get rem for the

battle. .

Another fact that is largely overlooked is the fundamental belief that

possessed McClellan that the fate of the Union was actually in his hands.

And as a matter of fact, it was. A precipitate action on his part was

what Lee was hoping for. The chance of throwing McClellan off balance

would have allowed Lee to make good his offensive Operation. A Union de-

feat thus caused could probably have resulted in victory for the Confeder-

acy and European intervention on its side. Given these conditions, McClel-

lan was doing only the prudent thing in delaying action until he was rem.
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To have plunged recklessly into battle might have resulted in a glorious

and complete victory or it might have resulted in the death of the Union

cause. To take a day longer to prepare may have cut down the odds of

winning a victory of annihilation, but it also cut down the odds of total

defeat in event the attack failed.

It may be argued that in the final analysis a great commander must

face up to such choices and make his decision. It may be claimed that

generals who fail to take chances lack a certain high moral courage which

characterized such men as Robert E. Lee. McClellan, it can be argued,

could not demonstrate the same kind of moral courage Lee did partly, at

least, because he did not have the confidence of his government. McClel-

lan was not Justified in making an all or nothing gamble. Lee, on the

other hand, possessing the complete confidence of his government, was

Justified in making such a play to win or lose all. It should be pointed

out in this connection that none of Grant's decisions were quite as no-

mentous as the ones McClellan was required to make. Much would have been

'lost had Grant's decision to bottle up Vicksburg from the south failed.

But the Northern cause would not have failed as a result.

0n the morning of the 16th, McClellan's troops were established as

follows (see map). 0n the right on both sides of the Sharpsburg Turnpike

were Sumner's and Hooker's corps. Richardson's division of Sumner's corps

was closest to the river on the right side of the turnpike. SYkes' division

of Porter's corps was on line with Richardson only to the left of the turn-

pike. The left of the line was occupied by Burnside's corps. In the rear

of the right wing was stationed Mansfield's corps. The cavalry was massed
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on the turnpike in rear of Keadysville. Artillery was massed on the ridge

of hills overlooking the Antietam. To the south, in Pleasant valley, in

front of Brownsville, Franklin's corps and Couch's division were located.

Morell's division of Porter's corps and Humphrey's new division were both

on the road to Sharpsburg.

  
UNION POSITIONS (N THE MORNING OF

SEPI'EMBER 16, 1862
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With these troops McClellan planned what was in effect a double evelop-

ment. He planned on sending Hooker and Mansfield, supported by Sumner, and

Franklin as soon as he arrived, around the left flank of the enemy. As soon

as that phase began to develop satisfactorily, he was going to throw Burn-

side's corps across the Antietam and strike at the extreme right Confederate

flank. When either one of these flanking movements appeared to be success-

ful he intended throwing in his reserves so as to win the day.1

In implementing these plans, General Hooker was ordered to cross his I

corps to the west bank of the Antietam and to attack so as to turn the Con-

federate left flank if possible. Mansfield's XII corps was ordered to cross

the river in the wake of Hooker's corps during the night of the 16th. Sum-

ner was to alert his corps for a movement across the following morning.2

A8 soon as Hooker saw his command under way for its crossing on the 16th,

he rode to McClellan's headquarters to confer with the commanding general.

He was told that after the attack started he could call for reinforcements

as needed and upon their arrival was to have command of them. Shortly

after leaving McClellan, as he was moving with his troops, Hooker was join-

ed by the commanding general and staff, who had crossed the Antietam to see

what progress was being made. At this interview, Hooker pointed out the

danger of using one small corps against the entire Confederate am. Un-

less a major diversion were undertaken or unless he was reinforced, Hooker

3

believed he would be "eaten up" by the enemy.

 

1. McClellan, Report, 377.

2 Ibid., 377.

3 Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XIX, I, 217.
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These two interviews are mentioned to show that McClellan did have an

idea of a concerted attack on the enenw flank. His use of Hooker as the

lead corps and his authorizing Hooker to assume command of reinforcements

as they came up must be interpreted as evidence that Hooker was to command

the right wing of the army. The fact that McClellan left his headquarters

to watch this crucial movement get under way must be taken as evidence of

good trOOp-leading technique on the part of the army commander.

Shortly after McClellan left Hooker, the skimishers in front of the

I corps became engaged with the enemy skirmishers and a light fire fight

was carried on until dark, with the Confederate forces slowly retiring be-

fore the Union advance. That night the I corps rested on its arms and Mans-

field's corps crossed the river and took up positions behind Hooker.

At daylight on the 17th, Hooker began his advance; Doubleday's division

on the right and Rickett's division on the left. Meade was in reserve.

Hooker's objective was to secure the high ground to the northwest of the

Confederate main line. This advance had not gone far before the fire fight

was again resumed, with the Confederate forces being driven back from a

large cornfield to a row of trees, fences, and stone ledges on line with a

white Dunker church. it about this point Hooker had to be taken from the

field because of loss of blood from a wounded foot. Command devolved upon

Meade.l

. The two lead divisions soon ran into trouble and were driven back to

a defensive line established by Meade's division. At this welcome moment

 

1 ibide, 1 ser., XIX, 218-2190
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Mansfield's corps came onto the line to the left. An hour later Sumner's

corps came into the fight and the I corps drapped back to reserve in order

to refonn and replenish ammunition.1 Sumner's corps went into battle with

Sedgwick's division in the lead. It very quickly got into trouble by vir-

tue of a Confederate attack which interjected between Mansfield's corps

and Sedgwick. The entire division fell back, but was soon rallied on a

strong position near the cornfield which was maintained through the rest

of the fight.2

Franklin's corps, which had made the fight at Crampton's Gap, was

ordered at hz30 on the 16th to march at once for Sharpsburg. This order

Franklin says he received during the night of the 16th. At 5:30 the next

morning he started two of his divisions on the road with Smith's unit in

the lead. It arrived at the Union battle positions at about 10:00 A.l£.

and was ordered to the west side of the Antietam. Smith was very shortly

ordered to go to the assistance of Sumner, who was at that moment being

heavily pressed by Confederate attacks. At about 11:00 Ml. Franklin's

second division under Slocum arrived, and immediately two of his brigades

were formed for an attack into some woods near the white Dmker church.

The third brigade was slow in getting up. When it arrived it was ordered

to a reserve position in rear of Sumner's right in order to support an

attack all along the line. Sumner, however, decided to postpone this

attack for a while. Shortly afterwards, McClellan came up and looked over

I Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XDI, I, 270.

2 TIM., ’56.
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the situation and decided that the Union position had gone far enough for

the time. He ordered the entire line to halt in its positions. During

the afternoon desultory fire fights broke out from time to time, but no

further advance was made by the Union right wing.1

The phase of the battle which began at dwbreak with Hooker's attack

and ended when McClellan ordered a temporary halt to the Operations on his

right flank about noon was crucial in the battle. In halting the Union

advance, McClellan probably negated the effects of a rather excellent plan

which had been executed perfectly up to that point. In order to understand

why he would throw away the fruits of a hard-earned victory, some consider-

ation of what was taking place on the Confederate side is necessary.

Jackson had been assigned the left wing of the am guarding the road

from Hagerstown, and Stuart was placed farther to the left, protecting the

gap between the Potomac river and Jackson's rear. Jackson's infantry was

arrangeder left to right: Early, Jackson's own division, and Ewell's

division under command of John R. Jones. To their right were the depleted

units of D. H. Hill. The only reserves available for the entire wing were

the two worn brigades under Hood.

The position thus so lightly defended had little in the way of natural

defenses to compensate for the few troops. There were woods on either side

of the Hagerstown turnpike on the west nmning down to the small Dunker .

church. To the east of the Hagerstown road was a field of corn into which

Jackson marched some of his troops.

 

1 Offic. 339., 1 ser., m, I, 376—377.



I
‘

 



361

It was against this lightly held, lightly protected position that

Hooker's attack crashed, shattering at almost the first blow Jackson's

division. This blow was parried by Hood's brigades, which filled the gap

between D. H. Hill's lines, which had bent under the onslaught, and Ewell”:

division. Faced with such devastation, Jacks on was forced to call on Lee

to send the any reserve. Before Jackson's courier could make the request,

however, Lee had dispatched Walker's division and promised also to send

McLaw' s.

Just as Walker's troops began to arrive, Hood was forced back, and so

the reserves were committed to fill the gap left by Hood. McLaws follow-

ing, Walker arrived in time to meet the impact of Sumner's fresh troops.

Hood's feat of stapping the enemy had been duplicated, but in doing so,

McLaws' trOOps had become badly disorganized.

Then the pressure on Jackson's wing lessened and D. H. Hill was struck

by the left of Sumner's corps. This vigorous attack was slowly beaten by

Hill, who then, with freshly arrived troOps, struck out in limited counter-

attacks. Sumner's attack was followed by another, this time by fresh troops

of Franklin's corps. In this effort the back of the Confederate resistance

was broken. East of the Hagerstown road not 1,000 men were available to

fend against a new onslaught. But as the next Union attack appeared to be

developing, well-directed artillery fire and rifle fire from the left flank

of Hill's line forced the Union troops to pause. The rifle fire came from

a regiment, but it was of such volume and so well directed that it appeared

to come from at least a brigade. As the Federals paused, a weak, two-regi-

ment Confederate comterattack was launched. It was soon broken up and the
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Federal troops smashed again, this time, however, without the drive which

had characterized their previous attempts. It quickly collapsed and then,

strangely enough, the battle on that part of the line died down. This was

at the time McClellan had decided not to assault again.

From every standpoint, this decision of McClellan's must be judged to

have been in error. The attacks of Hooker, Mansfield, and Sumner had ac-

complished their purpose. A fresh corps under Franklin was available, and

Hacker's corps under Meade had had sufficient rest to serve as the wing re-

serve. Another resolute attack along a three-corps frontwwould certainly

have rolled back the Confederate wing, for there were no more reserves to

place into the line. Such an attack would have imperilled Lee's army and

the entire Confederacy.

In explanation of’McClellan's course, however, several factors need to

be kept in mind. He had seen his troops progress, but at a terrible cost.

Many of his high-ranking officers had been killed or wounded. He had to

make his judgment in the fog of amfihsion which characterizes a battlefield.

It turned out that his decision was wrong. Grant later faced with a similar

choice kept throwing in fresh troops at Gold Harbor and in the process de-

stroyed two corps without appreciable gain. McClellan was faced with what

appeared to be greater opposition than Grant was faced with. It was in

keeping with McClellan's nature to exercise prudence and to withhold the'

last bloody assaults on the Confederate left. Rather, he allowed the bat-

tle to die down there in hopes that the second phase of his plan might be

more productive.

General Burnside, nominally commanding one wing of the army, was
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actually present with but one of his two corps-—tha 'which had been com-

manded by Reno until his death at South Mountain; Jacob Cox had assumed

command of the corps. The other corps which usually worked under Burn-

side, Hooker's, was off on its attack mission on the right of the line.

During the morning of September 16, the day before the main battle, Mc-

Clellan had found Burnside's corps east of the Antietam and opposite a

bridge just below the eastdwest road into Sharpsburg. The commanding

general left orders for some changes in the position of Burnside's troops

and for a reconnaissance to be made of the approaches to the bridge.1

These activities were carried out and preliminary attack orders issued

should the corps be required to cross the bridge. Each division was placed

in the position from which it was to advance if the command were given.‘

At 7:00 the next morning, orders were issued for the corps to get as

close to the Antietam.as possible and then to await further orders. Burn-

side and Cox established their command posts upon a high knoll east of the

bridge (later called the Burnside Bridge) near several batteries of'artillery.

At 10:00 A.M. McClellan ordered Burnside to cross the IX corps and to

attack the enemy, thus creating a diversion in favor of the battle being

‘waged on the extreme right flank. Burnside at once transmitted the attack

order to Cox, who was standing beside him. Cox left the hill.immediately

to get his corps into action.

The place selected for a crossing was most difficult. The.terrain:made

it almost,impossible to support Burnside's attack hy artillery, yet,the area

I MCGIBIIEII.’ Report, 3750
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into which the Federal troops had to move was open to the Confederate

batteries. In addition, the Southern riflemen had a good field of fire

and were covered by good defensive positions.

The bridge crossing appeared so formidable that Burnside and Cox de-

cided to attempt it only after turning the Confederate defenses by a cros-

sing at a ford some distance downstream from the bridge. To this end, Rod-

man's division was ordered to march rapidly for the ford. As soon as this

movement was under way, the first of a series of bloody attempts to cross

the bridge was undertaken. Crook's brigade made the first attempt but no

sooner had it come into the Open on the bank of the stream.hy the bridge

than it was brought under murderous fire. Crook reported that he could get

no closer. This was followed by an equally unsuccessful attack by Negle's

brigade.

‘Hhile these attempts were being made, McClellan sent repeated orders to

hurry up with the crossings so that the pressure on the extreme right flank

:might be relieved. To comply, Cox organized two regimental columns to go

across simultaneously and to spread to the left and right respectively as

soon as the far shore'wasOgained. Artillery was brought down from the hills

so as to be able to deliver point blank fire on the far side of the bridge.

‘When everything was ready, heavy rifle fire broke out all along the Union

line and the two assault regiments hit the bridge. In short order both _

columns were over and seeking cover. The Confederates at once began to e-

'vacuate their position.

After gaining the heights west of the creek, the position was organised

for the defense against counterattack. McClellan, however, sent orders to
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press the attack further, but as the ammunition of the attacking troops

had been exhausted, Cox sent back a request for the reserve division be-

fore pressing on. It was thus 3:00 Pdl. before any further movement could

be undertaken.

For the next advance, Wilcox's fresh division led the attack on the

right with Rodman on the left. The brigades of the Kanawha division (Cox's

own) were in reserve. This advance followed the high ground toward Sharps-

burg. Very quickly a fire fight developed, with the Confederates fighting

from behind stone fences and ridges and the Federal troops being required

to cross Open fields. By half past four in the afternoon, however, the at-

tack had progressed to the outskirts of Sharpsburg with the Union troops

astride the high ground to the southeast of the town. Amunition had again

run low and the attack had to stop until it could be replenished. The left

wing (under Rodman) had become somewhat separated frm Wilcox and ran into

troops unexpectedly on his left front. These forces were those of A. P.

Hill, just arrived from duties at Harpers Ferry. The attack Hill made on

the left flank of the Union attacking column was repulsed, but the effort

halted all forward movement. ‘

Taking advantage of this short lull, Burnside's reserve division was

sent in between Rodnan and lilcox and the entire line drifted toward the

left, actually getting closer and closer to the flanks. The day's fighting

ended very shortly with the Confederates holding a line along the road lead-

1

ing from Sharpsburg to the Potomac.

""'I""'T"§.& _., II, 6149-658.
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While these events were transpiring, it will be recalled that Porter,

commanding the am reserve and the army artillery, waited with the com-

manding general. In terms of McClellan's plan, Porter's troops were the

legical ones to use in a strike against the center in event the two flank

attacks were successful. Both attacks were successful, but still Porter's

trOOps were not put into motion. This failure to use his reserve is an-

other instance where McClellan failed to exploit the possibilities of his

achievment. Again, however, it must be recalled that his estimates of

Lee's troops were large and he was fighting this battle according to ortho-

dox procedure. A reserve is to be used to deliver the knockout punch, or

to cover a retreat. The advices McClellan received from Sumner on the

right flank made a retreat a distinct possibility. The sudden appearance

of A. P. Hill on the left flank of Burnside made a retreat appear quite

possible in that quarter. Given the impressions of these two situations,

McClellan would have been foolhardy to have thrown in the last reserves of

the army. L

The night of September 17 found both armies lying exhausted in the posi-

tions they had occupied as the battle sputtered to an end. It also found

both comanders, Lee and McClellan, faced with the responsibility for no-

mentous decisions. Lee called his various commanders in to report on the

conditions of their commands and to make recommendations for future oper-

ations. Each told the same story. Their commands were shattered and the

remnants exhausted. The only possible course for the any to follow would

be a night withdrawal for the Potomac. Even Jackson, in whom the fires of

‘ offensive warfare usually burned so brightly, could only counsel retreat.
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After hearing them all, Lee thought for a moment and then decided. The

any would remain in position the following dq, ready to repel an attack

if the Federals wanted to make one. Each commander was to return to his

unit to do what he could to strengthen his position. Lee for his part

would get up the stragglers, in all about 6,000 of them.

McClellan, across the Antietam, was making an equally momentous de-

cision. After carefully reviewing the condition of his units and consider-

ing all that was at stake, he elected to spend the next day in reorganizing

so that on the 19th he could renew the attack. In reaching this decision

he was influenced by some rather specific factors:

1. His We were exhausted from having marched and fought

from the morning of the lhth to the evening of the 17th.

2. The supply wagons had been rearward and they needed to be

brought closer in order to feed and ammunition the battle-

weary troops.

3. Several of the corps had suffered extremely heavy losses.

Hooker' a report, for example, showed that out of 13,093 men

who started the assault, only 6, 729 men were available. Meade,

who had taken Hacker's place, reported on the next day that the

I corps could probably be relied upon in defense but its morale

was probably not good enough for an offensive, although it would

make the effort if desired. Summer's troops had also suffered

and he recommended postponing operational

Burnside reported to McClellan during the evening of September

17 his corps as being in grave danger by remaining on the west

side of the Antietam. McClellan at once informed him that it

was imperative that his corps remain. Burnside then stated that

in order to do so he would need heavy reinforcements, probably

at least 5,000. McClellan then told his to go on back his

position and to retain it with the force of his canmand.

 

1 Item, no rt, 39b.

2 McClellan, __ Story, 618-619.
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h. Reinforcements for the army had come up in the form of

Hmphrey's division but as it had arrived only by forced

marches, McClellan did not feel justified in relying upon

it for an attack. Some comparisons have been made, in this

connection, between A. P. Hill's forced march the day before,

and the subsequent fight on Burnside's left flank. A tired

support could be used for such a purpose where it could not

be used to comence a full-scale offensive.

5. W far the most important consideration for failing to

renew the fight the next day was probably a thoughtful con—

sideration of the objective or mission of the am. McClel-

lan had partially achieved that objective and one day's

preparation would make quite sure its complete achievement.

In a letter to his wife, written on the 20th, McClellan

emphasises that he had done what he was charged with doing,

i.e., defending the North against a Southern invasion. He

felt ”some little pride in having, with a beaten and demoral-

ised am, difeated Lee so utterly and saved the North so

completely".

The 18th was then spent in rectifying the havoc wrought by the four-

teen hours of battle of the previous day. Dead were buried, troops supplied

and orders issued preparatory to the next. day's advance. Meade and Franklin

were ordered to push out skirmishers early the following morning, and Pleasant-

on was ordered to scour the flanks to determine the extent of Lee's defenses.

Burnside was reinforced with lorell's division in the expectation that, so

strengthened, he could attack the next morning. Unknown to headquarters,

however, Burnside withdrew his corps to east of the Antietam, leaving lorell

to hold with a division the position Burnside had held with a corps.

During the night of the 18th-19th, Lee began to withdraw and by morning

he had completely vacated the position at Sharpsburg and was crossing the

Potomac back into Virginia. In an effort to hurt Lee on his retreat and to

be prepared to defend if Lee should suddenly revert to the offensive, McClel-

1 Ibid., 613.
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lan ordered several of his corps to places along the Potomac. Sumner was

instructed to send Banks' corps toward Harpers Ferry with instructions to

occupy Maryland Heights. Franklin was dispatched to Williamsport where

Stuart was reported concentrating 10,000 horsemen. Pleasanton was ordered

to Williamsport, but was specifically enjoined not to cross the Potomac.

Porter was ordered to Shepardstown.

By and large, the pursuit was a rather hit or miss affair and was not

carried on with an particular elan. Lee was allowed to proceed virtually

unmolested up the Shenandoah and IlcClellan began to get ready for other af-

fairs. Part of the reason for the failure of McClellan to institute a vigor-

ous pursuit was that he fell ill on the 19th of Septenber. Being ill, he

could not give the close attention to details which was his noraal habit.

‘mus the Maryland campaign ground to a halt.

In evaluating the campaign one is plagued with great and perplexing

questions. McClellan had been presented with mam opportunities for de-

livering a knock-out blow to the Am of Northern Virginia. Some of these

he exploited and hurt Lee a great deal. Others, for one reason or another,

he failed to utilise. ,(he must consider in making an evaluation the ob-

jectives McClellan was assigned, the means with which he was given to ac-

complish those objectives and some means of demonstrating how well or poorly

he achieved.

The single most important objective of lcclellsn and the Am of the

Potomac was the defense of Iashington and the northern cities of Baltimore,

Harrisburg, and Philadelphia. To accomplish this he was given consnd re-

sponsibility which was clouded and troops which had been disorganized by
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decisive defeat at Bull Run. 'L‘nat he accomplished his mission is clear,

since Lee was thwarted from accomplishing much north of the Potomac save

capturing Harpers Ferry. After a short stay north of the river, Lee was

forced, by military defeat, to retire into Virginia.

I In any military venture there is a sequence of objectives. The lowest

is that objective the attainment of which is almost certain. The next ob-

jectives are those which are probable of attainment provided some freak of

chance does not interfere. Then there are those objectives which can only

be attained if a series of unexpected circumstances develop favorable to the

achievement of the ends sought. Implicit in McClellan's assignment was the

objective of destroying Lee's army if the occasion developed in which such

a feat were possible. It was not expected, nor even very seriously hOped

for.

From what we now know of the condition of Lee's troops at the end of

the battle of Antietam, we can see that McClellan could possibly have de-

stroyed Lee's am. That he did not, must not be marked against him too

heavily, for he had not been given the means by which that objective could

safely have been attempted. He had been given a hastily organized any con-

sisting of elements of two field armies and containing thousands of raw re-

cruits. He was further denied the advice and encouragement of a goverment

solidly behind him. His military superior concentrated on sending carping

telegrams complaining that McClellan was either going too fast or too slow.

In carrying evaluation further, one must exanine what McClellan did

against what others had or have done under similar circumstances. McClel-

lan attacked Lee at South Mountain and attacked Lee again at Antietam. Meade
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a year later met Lee head on at Gettysburg and waited for Lee to attack.

McClellan estimated that further attacks on the night of September 17 would

be too dangerous and costly. Grant made another decision at Gold Harbor and

forever afterwards said it was the one battle he wished he had never fought.

McClellan decided on the 13th the general plan of operations he would follow

to accomplish his assigned objectives. He pursued that plan with vigor until

his mission was achieved. Hooker made a masterful plan for an invasion of

Virginia and then got cold feet and stopped his Operation as it was begin-

ning to succeed. McClellan maimed serene during all of the fighting,

directing his troops from a centrally located command post as an arsw cm-

mander should do. Pope became rattled and gave up a central comand post,

thus losing control of the battlefield.1

Another aspect to an evaluation of llcClellan's Maryland campaign in-

volves comparing what Lee did against him with what Lee did against other

commanders. At second Bull Run, at Fredericksburg, at Chancellorsville, and

for that matter at Gettysburg, Lee forced his enasy to fight on ground favor-

able to the Confederates. At South Mountain and at Antietam, Lee was forced

by HoClellan's maneuvers to fight on unfavorable ground. At second Bull Run

a I These comparisons are made, not with the idea of defending llcOlellan's

errors by citing errors of other men but rather with the intent of showing

the magnitude of llcClellan's successes when contrasted with other major ,

operations of the Civil Her. The point is that IcClellan succeeded in a-

chieving every important objective assigned to him. He failed only in de-

stroying Lee's arnw. To blame him bitterly for not doing so is somewhat

analogous to blaming the allied troops which made the Normancv invasion in

1914).; for not destroying the German am at the same time they forced the

beaches.
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and at Chancellorsville, Lee split his forces and did not attempt to con-

centrate them until the actual battle had been joined. On his laryland

venture Lee, it is true, split his forces, but he did not attempt to con-

centrate them while a battle was under m. The pressure McClellan placed

won him was so great that he exerted every effort to concentrate b_e_._f3_r_e_

the battle began, a much easier task than the former. “

The team of Robert E. Lee and Thomas J. Jackson is probably the greatess

tactical combination in the history of the American any. While these two

men worked together, they were alwu's victorious except when Opposed by

GeOrge B. McClellan. Against Pope at second Bull Run a brilliant change of

front was accomplished and a superior Federal army was routed. At Fredericks-

burg an heroic Union am broke itself against the defensive tactics of these

two men. At Chancellorsville the perfect example of the single envelopnent

was accented. But on the peninsula and in Maryland the tactics of these two

did not work. Lee split his army in Haryland, and McClellan, exploiting that

fact, came within an inch of destroying the m of Northern Virginia. 0n

the peninsula Lee attacked with the specified objective of breaking McClellan

against the Chickahominy. . HoClellan parried the blow and took up an even

stronger position along the James than the one he had held based on the York.

Gaines Hill to Halvern Hill cannot by any stretch of the imagination be con-

sidered Southern victories. Lee was foiled in each:1

From almost every standpoint, then, Antietam must be counted a Union

victory and llcClellsn given great credit for having fought it. mere were

opportunities which the Union comander lost, but there were more which he

 

_l A crucial question concerns the relative strengths of the Union and
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exploited to the fullest.

 

marsh arifes. llcClellan, on the basis of his morning reports

placed his own force at 87,1614 while estimating on the basis of an

intelligence brief by H. P. Banks, Lee's am to have 97,hh5 troops.

Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XII, I, 67. Lee, on the other hand, placed his

forces $710,000 men. B. 8; L., II, 603. These two sets of figures

need acme interpretation. Union strength figures always included men

present for duty who were engaged in guard detail, as well as artil-

lery and cavalry, fatigue duty and the like. Hence to arrive at an

accurate figure of those actually present on the battlefield one must

subtract a certain percentage from the total listed as present.

Palfrey in The Antietam and Fredericksbur , 71, estimates that 20%

should be subtracted to account for these special duty men. Such

computation brings McClellan's total down to 69,732 present for duty.

0n the other hand, Confederate strength figures were given exclusive

of cavalry, artillery and men detailed to skirmisher duty. Thus Long-

street in B. a L., II, 671;, states that the Army of Northern Virginia

crossed into Maryland in September 1862 with 57.000 troops exclusive

of cavalry and artillery. By adjusting Lee's claimed 140,000 trOOps

upward with the sac formula as used by Palfrey for the Federal any

a strength figure of L18,000 is obtained. The greater numbers of the

Union forces were more than cmpensated for by .the strength of the

Confederate defensive position. ,



CHAPTER XIV

mm 0? ANTIETAH

In 1861; Grant could delay capturing Petersburg from June 3, 1861; until

the following spring while he waited for Sherman to do amazing things to

Southern life and econony—yet Grant was not relieved for "having the slows".

In Decmber, 18614 Thomas achieved the unique distinction of being the only

Federal commander ever to destroy a Confederate am. He gained this victory

chiefly because he was able to resist government efforts to precipitate an

attack before he was ready. He had arrived in Tennessee in early October

and remained face to face with Hood until Decanber 15. Fortunately for the

Union cause, Thomas was able to fight the battle of Nashville before an order-

ed relief from comand could be delivered to him. In September, 1862 McClel-

lsn defeated, and forced back into Virginia, the Confederates under Lee at

the very high tide of Southern military power. One month and ten days late

the Army of the Potomac was on the move again, headed south. Thirteen days

after the Army had begun to advance, its commander was relieved because of

inactivity, although the am had made good, steady progress.1 Such compari-

sons suggest, at least, that the purely military reasons given for HcClellsn's

relief were invalid, for in the sphere of tactics and strategy, the Am of

the Potomac was engaged in successful operations. If the military reasons

were invalid, then NcClellan's reputation as a commander has been badly ma-

ligned by historians of the period.

During the course of events on November 7, 1862, as the Army of the Po-

tomac continued its advance south into Virginia, McClellan heard that a high-

I 369 635i, 3770
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ranking officer from the War Department, Brigadier-General Buckingham, had

arrived in the Am area. Since Buckingham did not report to Arm head-

quarters, McClellan assumed that something quite special was afoot. Indeed,

Buckingham's visit only served to confirm McClellan's long-held belief that

a change in Army command was inevitable. During the two weeks since the

Am had departed from Maryland, McClellan had made every effort to keep

Burnside, the senior corps commander, posted on Am strateg so that he

could take over command at a moment's notice. Late on the night of the 7th,

Buckingham and Burnside came into McClellan's tent. After shaking the snow

from their coats and making some mall talk about the weather, they gave Mc-

Clellan two orders, one signed by Halleck ordering McClellan to turn his com-

mand over to Burnside and then repair to Trenton, New Jersey, and the other,

signed by Townsend, ordering McClellan relieved from command of the Arm of

the Potomac—by direction of the President. McClellan acknowledged the order

by saying, "Well, Burnside, I turn the command over to you. '1 Then, after

having ageed to stay on at headquarters for a few dqs in order to help Burn-

side become adjusted, McClellan turned to finishing a letter to his wife and

to composing his farewell address to the Army. This address, couched as his

other proclamations had been, in his rather dramatic, purple press, was quite

apprOpriate. He announced the change in command, thanked the troops for all

they had done, and declared com-adeship with than forever.

Several days later he departed from the Amy, never again to exercise

major command responsibilities in the American am, but having made a

 

1 McClellan, Own Story, 652.
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reputation which has remained as controversial to this day as it was in 1862.

To mm of the soldiers he was the only general fit to command the Arm of the

Potomac and to new of his officers he would have been Justified in forming

the m and marching on Washington to assume, by force, the direction of the

government. To many political leaders, however, relief from command was only

the Least of what should have happened. Republicans who saw McClellan' s con-

tinued retention in comand the reason for Democratic gains in the Congression-

al elections were loud in their Opinion that shooting was too good for "Little

Mac." To Lincoln the event brought sadness because it seemed to him that the

Union cause was no farther along than it had been in October, 1861 and with

a'new general of doubtful capabilities he was not sure that it would advance.

Yet Lincoln was glad, too, for relieving McClellan involved relieving himself

from some of the immense pressures his cabinet, his party, and his nation had

brought against him in efforts to break McClellan. To certain opposition

leaders, there was also gladness, for McClellan, freed from military regula-

tions regarding participation in political matters, would make an excellent

candidate to run for President against Lincoln in 1861;. Partly because Mc-

Clellan did make a bid for the presidency, and partly because he had been

involved in so many moot questions during the first year and a half of the

Civil War his place in history has been secured, although the value to be

assigned that place is still undecided. The question as to why he was re-

lieved and as to whether or not his relief was Justified are perennial ones,

the answers to which must be deduced from the scarcity of pertinent evidence

available.
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Two years after the event, Lincoln claimed he relieved McClellan be-

cause he failed a test which the President had set for him. Following An-

tietam, Lee had retreated into the Shenandoah valley. Lincoln wanted lic-

Clellan to strike quickly toward Richm0nd along a route east of the Blue

Ridge mountains. He decided that if McClellan moved so slowly as to allow

Lee to intersperse major units beWeen McClellan and Richmond the comander

of the Am of the Potomac should be relieved. When the President heard

that Longstreet's corps of Lee's am had reached Culpeper, directly in the

path of the advancing Federal divisions, the order for HcClellan's relief

was issued.1 Such a single explanation for such a momentous decision just

does not satisfy even by comparisons with other similar situations. Meade

allond Lee to do precisely the same thing after Gettysburg, yet he was not

relieved. Grant delayed operations in the spring of 1861; until liq—yet he

was not relieved. Lincoln was too profound a man to allow such a peripheral

factor as Longstreet's reported shift of position to have influenced to an

appreciable extent replacing a man in whom soldiers had confidence with one

in whom they did not. The real reasons for llcClellan's relief lay generally

in the history of the Army of the Potomac from the fall of 1861 onward and

specifically with the events following the battle of Antietam. During that

period, the failure of McClellan and Lincoln to communicate with each other

was made even more significant by the determined efforts of men in Washing—

ton to construe every act McClellan took as being wrong. Every comand given

and request made was given the worst possible interpretation by cabinet members,

1 Bay, Diaries, 218-219.
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Congressmen, newspaper writers and the pe0ple. Lincoln was constrained to

act. That he'did so not on the intrinsic merits of McClellan as a commander

but on slanted interpretations of McClellan's motives is now quite clear.

The history of the purely military decisions and actions taken from

September 17 onward is a recital of decisions and actions taken in good faith

and'upon valid reasons, all of‘which were capable of being shown to have been

wrong by peOple who either did not or would not understand them. The armchair

strategist could read that at Antietam, Porter had a full corps in reserve

which, had it been used vigorously, might have destroyed Lee.1 Such men, not

having been present on the field, could never understand the dreadful responsi-

bility llcClellan felt for the safety of the Union cause. These same armchair

strategists could and did interpret subsequent events in the same way.

After Antietam, McClellan surveyed the capabilities of his army and came

to the conclusion that his troops were in no condition to go over to the of-

fensive. Casualties had been high as a result of Pope's debacle at Bull Run

and the battles of South Hountain and Antietam were reported to have been the

bloodiest in American history. These losses were only gradually being replaced

by new, untrained levies of troops. 'men, too, the any was tired. Many of

the veteran brigades fran the peninsula had been marching or fighting since

August 17. They needed a rest. Their clothing and equipment needed replacing

and new weapons had to be provided. new units were commanded by junior.

 

—_ 1 As a matter of fact Porter did not have a full corps. .He had sent

several brigades to assist in the fight on the Union right hence at the

time his corps might have been used there were but a few Over h,000 troops

ready for duty. Palfrey, 213 Antietam and Fredericksbur , 123.
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officers who lacked the ability or experience to continue to comand. With

such facts as these in mind, McClellan wired Halleck that "as soon as the

exigencies of the service would admit of it, this arnw should be reorganized."

Five davs later he sent a longer, well-reasoned document to the War Department

emphasising the same theme. In view of the conditions of his army he intended

holding it about where it was, i.e., along the upper Potomac, making sure,

however, to secure Harpers Ferry. (hoe the danger of renewed Confederate at—

tack was passed, he intended concentrating the Araw near Harpers Ferry to be

re-equipped, trained, and launched into a new offensive. To facilitate the

recreation of his grand arm, he suggested that troops from Washington be

sent to him for training and integration into his organization. Poised on

Lee's flank, as he was, he did not believe the Confederates would risk an

attack on Washington.2 A -

Here'was a clear expression of military philosophy and of military in-

tent. The War Department could either accept it as being valid or reject it.

If accepted, it clearly involved the implication of inactivity for a while.

If rejected, then McClellan should have been so infomed and if he persisted

in his point of view—relieved. 'me War Department temporized, however, and

McClellan did not know for eleven days that his point of view was unacceptable

to Washington. Even when he received orders to resume the offensive at once

they came after a visit by Lincoln during which McClellan understood that the

President was satisfied with all the General had done or prOposed to do.

I McClellan Re ort h03.

2 Ibid., hog-K553.’
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On October 1, Lincoln and a group of men from the west paid a surprise

visit to the Arm of the Potomac. The President reviewed troops, went over

the battlefields of South Mountain and Antietam and heli long discussions

with llcClellan. The General understood from these talks that for the most

part Lincoln was satisfied with all that had been done. If he had an fault

to find, the President said, it was with his proneness toward perfectionism.

However, McClellan was the only man capable of managing the Union arzv and

Lincoln intended giving him complete support. chlellan should continue pre-

paring for his new campaign and not stir an inch until his troops were rOWel

In spite of what McClellan understood the President to have said, however,

Lincoln was not completely happy. Perhaps it was IlcClellan's frequent use

of the phrase In army“ or perhaps it was the deep pessimism which ran through

Lincoln's soul that made him go to a hill overlooking the sea of tents which

represented the Army. What, he demanded from his ’compmion, was that. lby,

the Am of the Potomac, was the response. No, Lincoln mused, that was only

what it was called. Actually it was nothing but General llcClellan's bodyguard.

After Lincoln returned to Washington, McClellan's security in his belief

that he had obtained presidential support was suddenly shattered by an order

from Halleck directing, by order of the President, that McClellan cross the

Potomac at once and give battle to the enemy or drive him south. The Am

should not waste the good weather and clear roads. While the President would

not presume to give specific orders, he would be most satisfied if McClellan

would move so as to keep betwoen Lee and Washington, i.e., the old presidential

W,92 Story, 627-628.
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1

favorite of the overland route. Halleck added as an afterthought that

both he and Stanton approved of the order.

Ilhis order marks the final turning point in McClellan's relations with

the President. Each subsequent communication from Lincoln was loaded with

sarcasm or sharp criticism for which McClellan had no reply. McClellan was

never again able to show the President the rationale behind the military de-

cisions taken nor was he ever again able to talk face-to-face with Lincoln,

which, after all, is the only way differing points of view can ever be recon-

ciled. Although it is easy to see this order of October 6 as a turning point,

it is considerably more difficult to emplain why it was. my should Lincoln

have appeared to McClellan on October 1 as being friendly, understanding, and

quite willing for the am to be reorganized and then on October 6 to be im-

placably apposed to am rest for the Amy before it crossed the river to give

battle again. This question can never finally be answered since the sources

do not provide evidence necessary to show what went on in Lincoln's mind.

The transition, however, was so great as to lead to the suspicion that a

major event had transpired between Lincoln's visit and the publication of

Halleck' s order. Since the transition was similar in character to an earlier

change in presidential relations with the general, some insight m be gained

by studying the two situations. I

The year before, McClellan's relations with Lincoln were at their high

tide. 'men Stanton entered the cabinet and Lincoln at once began to assume

a more directing role in am affairs. Instead of discussing with the gener-

al the military policy of the Republic, Lincoln began the ill-fated series

m.
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of presidential general and special war orders. Following the second Bull

Run there existed a period very much like the one that had existed before

Cameron had been replaced. Stanton had made his supreme bid to have McClel-

lan relieved and disgraced. It failed and the President, on his own authori-

ty, reinstated McClellan to command. During the Antietam campaign and short-

ly after, Stanton sulked and had little to do with the conduct of operations

or with the President. It was during this period that Lincoln appeared satis-

fied with the work of the Army of the Potomac and willing to support McClel-

lan even if it involved delay. But Stanton was not a man to sulk for long,

especially if he stood a chance of regaining some degree of the power he had

exercised. He therefore again began to take an active interest in what went

on at McClellan's headquarters and to talk with Lincoln about his findings.

The order of October 6 and the presidential war orders were of the same kind

and they both bear unmistakably the imprint of Stanton's mind. Lincoln's

point of view changed as Stanton reasserted his influence on army officers.

Of course, this reassertion was easy to accomplish because not only did Stan-

ton have rare administrative talents, but he also was arguing a point of view

with reference to McClellan that was becoming increasingly popular with a

large portion of the pepulation of the North. In other words, Lincoln pos-

sibly would not have turned against HoClellan without Stanton' s influence,

but Stanton alone was not powerful enough to sway Lincoln. Lincoln' s single

mistake after again discussing military matters with Stanton was in not re-

lieving HcClellan at once.

Regardless of how unwise McClellan deemed Halleck's order to be, he

was good enough soldier to set about at once complying with it. Since it
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called for immediate action, McClellan had to know what means were to be

allowed him to execute the order. Cox's division, which had fought so

valiantly at Burnside's bridge over the Antietam, had been ordered back

to western Virginia from where it had come. McClellan wanted to know if

the new order made an change in respect to that body of troops. He also

needed to know the quality of trOOps he was to receive as reinforcements

and the condition of several railroads which would have to be «played in

arm advance overland into Virginia.l When Halleck answered these questions,

McClellan was able to wire him that he was taking steps to put the army in

marching order as rapidly as possible.2

Before these intentions could be made good, however, McClellan en-

countered two rather serious obstacles. One of these was the shortage of

supplies of clothing and equipment for the army and the second was a vigor-

ous cavalry demonstration by General Stuart' s Confederate horsemen. McClel-

lan had expected longer time before resuming the offensive. He had not,

therefore, been so diligent in maintaining all necessary clothing for his

troops as he might otherwise have been. Halleck's order of October 6 made

necessary more prompt receipt of clothing. To this end, McClellan, Marcy,

and the chief quartermaster of the army flooded Washington with a veritable

deluge of telegrams demanding the equipment necessary to resume the offensive.

These sudden requests broke down for a few days the supply system and some

units were even forced to cross into Virginia without having procured their

winter clothing. By the 21st, the bottlenecks were, for the most part, over-

I Offic. Rec., 1 ser., XIX, II, 387.

2 Its—13"., m.
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come and McClellan could wire to Halleck that the am was nearly supplied.1

Critics of McClellan have argued that the any really did not require such

complete resupplying of clothing and equipmmt. They argue that handClel-

lan been firmer with his troops they would not have been so prodigal with

their clothing and it would have lasted longer. Both lines of argument end

in the conclusion that excessive demand for supplies furnished Just one more

pretext for McClellan to delay going on the offensive. If this reasoning

were true, i.e., that the demands for supplies were pretexts, one wonders

why McClellan did cross into Virginia in late October. Certainly he was

under no more pressure than than earlier in the month and he could have

- found, had he been searching for than, equally plausible reasons for delv.

The point is that he made requests based upon valid information, some of

which only he could know. When his requests were reasonably granted, he

moved. As to the. first part of the argument, i.e., that the troops did not

need or else had wasted their clothing, that is a matter for a comander to

decide. His is. the responsibility. If he said his troops needed things and

the things were available, he should have been granted than or else relieved

for failure to provide for government prOperty. Since he was continued in

comand for a time after his requests, those requests must be presumed to

have been valid.

A second obstacle, while of only transitory importance, did consume

several days of activity which could have been spent clearing up the supply

difficulties. Lee was anxious to determine what the Am of the Potomac was

I MCCIBHE, Re art, Mir-1‘25.
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doing and was equally anxious to break McClellan's supply connections with

Hagerstown if possible. To achieve these objectives, he ordered Stuart to

take a picked ferce of cavalry across the Potomac and into the rear of the

Federal.army. He gave Stuart discretionary orders allowing him to circle

the entire Union army if that appeared wise. Stuart, overjoyed at the pros-

‘pect of repeating his exploit of the previous spring, selected his men with

care and crossed the Potomac into Maryland on October, 10 at.McCoy's Fords-

some five miles south of‘Williamsport. From there the raiders moved north

toward.Mercersburg, Pennsylvania, thence to Chambersburg. From there Stuart

elected to circle MCCIellan's rear rather than returning the way he had come.

By forced marching and frequent exchange of horses for fresh ones captured

along the way, the column was able to recross the Potomac near the mouth of

the Monocacy River on the afternoon of October 12 after having only minor

contact with the Onion ferces. This expedition, while not accomplishing

its major>military objectives, did achieve an indirect benefit. Union.public

opinion believed that Stuart's forces should have been captured before they

could return to Virginia. ‘When efforts made to stop the raiders failed,

there was a strong tendency to blame McClellan for delay. Lincoln, with his

already strong convictions as to McClellan's dilatoriness, was more convinced

than ever that the Union commander lacked a fighting heart. Relief of'lcClel-

lan from.command to which the raid contributed was regarded as a victory for

the South.

While there was considerable delay in information about the raid reach~

ing Army headquarters, McClellan issued orders which should have accomplished

the destruction of Stuart's force. Cavalry located above the crossing at
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McCoy's Ford was ordered to patrol south in event Stuart returned the way

he had come. Other cavalry units under Pleasanton were dispatched south

of the enclave occupied by the main any should the Confederates break for

that area. Cox's division, en route to western Virginia, was stopped and

held in readiness to go to the support of any cavalry encountering the

raiders, while other commanders along the Potomac were alerted to watch all

possible fords. Burnside was ordered to send two of his brigades by rail

to a point near the mouth of the Monocacy. There they were to remain in

cars with steam up so as to be able to move quickly to any place Stuart

might appear. Stoneman's cavalry was given responsibility for the area

below the Monocacy. A gap, however, develOped at the mouth of the Monocacy,

for Burnside's troops, instead of remaining in cars, moved into the town of

Frederick where they waited until Stuart's men had crossed the Potomac to

safety.1 while McClellan must, as all commanders must, bear responsibility

for the failure of his plans, some little must be said about Burnside's

troops. Twice within thirty days troops under Burnside's command were re-

sponsible for the failure of Union strategy. it Antietam the delay in cross-

ing the Antietam, and along the Potomac the move into Frederick were costly.

it this Juncture Lincoln again attempted to recomend strategy to Me-

Clellan. In thinking about possible lines of implementing the order of Octo-

bar 6, McClellan became concerned about supply lines if he moved up the

Shenandoah valley. The railroad from Harpers Ferry to Winchester had been

destroyed by the retreating Confederates. Ls McClellan thought of using

I llcCIelIE, Re ort, hOB-th.
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Winchester as a base, he requested that rails be relaid as his army ad-

vanced. This was not a particularly unusual request, but it reached Lin-

coln's desk as did the bad news about the supply situation and about Stuart's

raid. He became quite angry and loosed a broadside criticism of McClellan

in a letter to the general on October 13. After severely criticizing Mc-

Clellan for his overcautiousness and after refusing the railroad which had

been asked for, Lincoln turned his attention to strategic matters.

One of the maxims of war, he reasoned, was to Operate on the enemy axis

of communications as much as possible. McClellan, he thought, always acted

as though the enemy could do that but that the Army of the Potomac could not.

McClellan, he continued, should not worry about Lee crossing into Pennsylvania

because if that were done, Lee would be delivering his communications up to

attack by the Federal am. This was an interesting thesis, coming from a

man who for better than a year had argued against getting astride the sunny

line of comnunication at the risk of uncovering a vulnerable political target.

Turning frm defensive matters, Lincoln suggested that at that moment

McClellan was actually closer to Richmcnd than the Confederates by the route

Lee had to, and McClellan might, take to the Southern capital. Lee he saw

as having to move by an arc to reach Richmond, while McClellan could move in

almost a straight line. Lincoln then came back to his own preferences regard-

ing the offensive. He believed the army should cross the Potomac below the

Shenandoah which would at once menace Lee' a communications. If Lee retreated,

he should be followed either with the idea of fighting him or beating him to

Richmond. If McClellan selected this route, he could be supplied at all

points along the march from Washington, and above all, for the great part of
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the march south he would be between Lee and Washington, enabling the greatest

possible number of troops to be spared from the defenses of the capital. If

Lee should be outrun in such a race toward Richm0nd and should turn on Hash-

ington, McClellan could, of course, turn at once and strike the Confederate

rear:L .

Unfortunately for McClellan's future as a commander of a Union army,

Lincoln's letter did not have the desired effect of forcing the Army of the

Potomac to move. Another unforeseen difficulty had arisen just as the supply

problems had been mastered. Hoof and mouth disease had broken out in the

Union cavalry and was literally decimating animals of that branch of the

service. Horses would appear well one day and completely unfit for duty the

next. If kept at rest, many of them could recover, but during an offensive,

the cavalry could not remain at rest. McClellan therefore undertook to ob-

tain more horses either by sending purchasers to the west or by asking that

other colmnands be stripped. Since his requests for large increments of

healthy animsls had been refused, he wrote to Halleck on October 21 asking -

if, in view of the shortage of cavalry, Lincoln wanted the advance executed

at once or whether it could be postponed until more horses were received.

Halleck replied in a highly significant telegram that while there was no

change in the order of October 6, yet the President was not demanding the

impossible. If McClellan could not move, he certainly could show why and

would not be expected to advance until he was able.2

Ihis matter of horses had two interesting sequels. It enabled Lincoln

 

1 Lincoln, Works, VI, 157-158-

2 McClellan, Report, 11214.
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to send McClellan one of those pithy telegrams in the composition of which

Lincoln was so skilled when he became angry.

I have Just read your dispatch about sore-tongued and fatigued

horses. Will you pardon me for asking what the horses of your

am ve done since the battle of Antietam that fatigues any-

thing.

This, of course, riled McClellan as being an unnecessary displq of tanper

and poor tests on the part of the President. Of infinitely greater signifi-

cance was the effect the outbreak of hoof and mouth disease had on the Con-

federate am. Stuart's cavalrymen captured a large number of animals dur-

ingthe raid around the Army of the Potomac. Some of these had been exposed

to the disease and hence exposed the cavalry of the Army of Northern Virginia

to it. Within a few weeks large portions of Stuart's cavalry were immobilised

and the animals lost could not be replaced. McClellan'a advance into Virginia

and Burnside's shift to Fredericksburg were facilitated by the shortage of

cavalry horses in the-Any of Northern Virginia. Of even greater importance

was the fact that Stuart's cavalry never recovered from the blow the outbreak

of this disease gave the mounted arm. In the summer of 1863 the cavalry was

less efficient than it had been in the summer of 1862 and Lee was forced to

fight a meeting engagement at a little college town of Gettysburg because

the eyes of the any could not see as far as formerly. Lee, however, was

not relieved because the cavalry of his army develOped a contagious disease.

Believing that Halleck's wire had given him the authority to fix the

date for the advance into Virg‘nia based upon purely military considerations,

McClellan decided upon November 1 as the earliest date a forward movement

I LincoE, Works, VI, 161.
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could be attempted and began to make plans accordingly.

is has been noted, McClellan at first thought of crossing the Potomac

at Harpers Ferry and moving up the Shenandoah valley toward Richmond. In

the face of strong pressure from Washington, however, and because the delays

over supply had placed the advance so late in the season, he decided to

select a line east of the Blue Ridge mountains. This plan particularly

appealed to him since he had been promised large reinforcements if he would

adopt that line. As he pondered such a move, he became concerned about the

line of the Potomac after the main any had crossed into Virginia. As he

estimated what was involved he came to the conclusion that the mountain

passes out of the Shenandoah valley ought to be guarded rather than the line

of the Potomac itself. Such mobile forces linked with the defenses of Me—

nassas Junction should, he believed, be sufficient to guard Washington-and

Maryland.

While as a military engineer and as a patriotic man McClellan felt con-

cerned about these places, they were actually not his responsibility. He

was the commander of a field any and not the commander of any geographic

area. Once his troops had crossed into Virginia he had no command responsi-

bility for Maryland. This point of view he wrote to Halleck, at the same

time suggesting that some steps should be taken by the War Department to

fortify the region from Harpers Ferry to Washington. Halleck replied in

characteristic fashion saying that he had never given orders to HoClellan

nor would he give them now. llcClellan was completely free to advance a-

gainst the enemr and equally free to use his discretion about fortifying

‘ places along the Potomac as he evacuated thalvthe only restriction was a
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1

financial one. He was not to spend money for permanent fortifications.

Had not the issue of this controversy between McClellan and. his govern-

ment been so tragic in lives lost and homes broken, it would be comical to

read about. McClellan had been ordered to move-which was fine. Upon sur-

veying his needs for such a move he found simificant shortages. He request-

ed that these be made good and for his pains was lectured to by the President

about overcautiousness. He then decided when and how he was to move and in-

formed the government of his plans, adding a suggestion that the War Depart-

ment might well look to the defenses of Washington about which it had been

concerned for so long. The War Department, through its inept chief, replied

that such matters were not its concern. McClellan should use his own dis-

cretion so long as he did not spend public funds and so long as he used troops

fran his army to do the job. It was as though the War Department was deter-

mined to place McClellan in an impossible position. If McClellan left the

line of the Potomac open he would be subject to criticism for failing to pro-

vide for the defenses of Washington and Haryland. If, on the other hand, he

massed the defenses in such a way as to insure the protection of the capital,

he would have no trOOps left for a major thrust at the enemy am. Even the

words themselves sound similar to the pre—pminsular days the previous spring.

The idea that the War Department might assume responsibility for the defenses

of Maryland or else provide troops for that purpose was just never considered.

McClellan saw clearly the position he was in and so notified Halleck

that while the dispositions made were not satisfactory, he was prepared to

 

1 Ibid., E31.
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detach some of his regiments to guard the line of the Potomac after the

am had moved south. Upon receiving a noncommittal response from Halleck,

McClellan issued orders to the XII army corps to guard Harpers Ferry and

to General llorell to use his division in guarding above that place. Each

officer was informed that while they had insufficient forces to accomplish

their missions, they were expected to do everything in their power to con-

trol the areas assigned to then. This done, McClellan turned his attention

to the impending offensive.

McClellan planned to move his army, well under control, across the Po-

tomac and southeast toward Richmond, supplying it via Harpers Ferry and

Berlin, then by the Manassas Gap railway when that place had been reached.

His objective was to try and split forces left in the Shenandoah from those

guarding the front of the army. If such a schism develOped, one or the other

wings might be defeated in detail. If the split did not deve10p, the Con-

federates would be forced to concentrate as far south as Gordonsville, thus

allowing the Union forces to move down the Fredericksburg axis to Richm0nd

or shift to the peninsula if the overland supply problws proved too diffi-

cult. Ihis plan was, in effect, a compromise between Lincoln's long-desired

overland approach and llcClellan's flanking movement. For the early phases,

Washington would be perfectly secure, since the arm was moving along a

broad front between Lee's trOOps and Washington. If the situation developed

as McClellan hoped it would, the Confederates would be forced far enough. south

to allow McClellan to move overland to the peninsula so as to be supplied by

water. Thus, in 1862, McClellan anticipated Grant' s movements of 1861;.

It was essential to llcClellan's plans that he move his army in a solid
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mass rather than sending out long slender arms deep into enemy territory.

He again was maneuvering to occupy permanently territory for the Union

cause. Such an aim, of course, necessitated a slower development of his

plan, but it was nonetheless sound, and at the time of his relief, McClel-

lan had demonstrated that he could implement it.

On October 26, therefore, the first divisions of the Army of the Po-

tomac crossed into Virginia, well-screened by cavalry. At the same time,

units up and down the Potomac began to depart from the places they had oc-

cupied since Antietam. By October 28, Arm' headquarters had reached Berlin

in Virginia and cavalry was operating a good 20 miles to the south. By No-

vember 7, the day on which McClellan was relieved, infantry was at Warrenton,

and Pleasanton's cavalry was operating toward Culpeper Courthouse. The arm

at this time was well closed up and under perfect control. Information at ‘

Amy headquarters indicated the the enemw was spread outta the south and

west in front of the advancing troops. Longstreet was reported near Culpeper

and Jackson's forces were reported west of the Blue Ridge mountains. The

two forces were connected by forces under Bill located at Chester and Thom-

ton's Gap. Thus on November 7, McClellan was in position to divide the Con-

federate arm by the simple expedient of continuing the march south. It was

this same information that Longstreet was at Culpeper that Lincoln later

claimed was the signal for relieving McClellan. As long as Lee's aim re-

mained in the Shenandoah valley while McClellan proceeded down toward Rich-

mond, Lincoln stayed his hand. Once a major portion of the Arm of Northern

Virginia interposed between McClellan and Richmond, the blow fell.

is as has been suggested, however, the relief of McClellan cannot be
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explained in.purely military terms, although his decisions certainly irri-

tated officials in Washington. Equally important, in understanding this

event, were certain political developments which followed on the heels of

the Union victory at Antietam.

During the summer of 1862, as McClellan was fighting on the peninsula,

Northern public Opinion began gradually mounting in a densnd for the Lin-

coln administration to give new character to the war. There was substantial

feeling that to continue the war for the preservation of the Union without

doing something about slavery, would result in serious loss of enthusiasm

and support. There was widespread belief that slavery was the root of the

difficulties perplexing the nation and that an end of the war which did not

alter the status of the “peculiar institution" would only lay the seeds for

future dissension. Lincoln felt this growing groundswell and resolved upon

a.policy of emancipation. On July 22 the President broached the subject to

his cabinet. After some consideration, however, Lincoln came to the con-

clusion that issuing a proclamation on the subject of freeing slaves would

‘be regarded as an empty gesture unless it followed an important Union victory.

'Without victory a statement would look like the last gasp of.a dying govern!

:ment rather than a policy which could be implemented. He resolved, therefore,

to wait until he had a Union victory. This event, of course, came in the

form of McClellan's fight at Antietam. is quickly as he heard of the mag-

nitude of that battle, Lincoln called a special cabinet meeting for September

22. At this session, Lincoln read his proclamation to the department heads,

not in the sense of seeking counsel, but to inferm them of what he intended

doing. The core of this document declared that on January 1, 1863 slaves
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held in places then in rebellion against the Union were to be forever free.

Areas which came back into the Union either voluntarily or as a result of

Union victory before this date were to be exempt from the application of

the decree.1 . I

This policy was contrary to McClellan's princ:iples, but believing as

he did, in the Anglo-Saxon subordination of the military to the civil authori-

ty, he accepted the order as valid. Fearing, however, that discussion pro and

can the proclamation.might effect adversely the morale of his army, he issued

the President's Proclamation together with some interpretive remarks of his

own. The proclamation, he told his troops, gave him.an opportunity to define

the relation of the military to the civilian authority. The power of the

civilian authority over the military had been specifically expressed'hy the

Constitution and it was properly within the province of the civilian authori-

ty to indicate the political Objectives for which the army fought. Discus-

sion of those objectives by soldiers was inappropriate and would likely sub-

stitute a spirit of political faction fer the more prOper spirit of duty.

If the soldiers disagreed with policy of the civilian government, they could

vote against it at the proper time, as could all other citizens of the Repub-

lic.2

The order, on its face, was quite innocent. It only gave voice to a

principle of long standing in the American army. To the radically Republi-

can officials in‘washington, the order appeared as evidence that McClellan

'was seriously considering entering politics. Such heresy could not go un-

challenged, so the long-suffering President had to hear more longdwinded

I Randall, Lincoln the President, II, 151-162.

2 Offic. Rec., 1 ser., xii, II, 395-396.
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reasons wm McClellan should be relieved. And, of course, some of the

reasons found Lincoln receptive.

‘lhus Stanton's influence, unfavorable interpretation of McClellan's

military decisions, and McClellan's interpretation of the Financipation

Proclamation all contributed to Lincoln's growing antagonism to his general.

To these must be added the growing resentment of the public against the gener-

al. Lincoln heard, for example, that people were openly discussing a conver-

sation between Major Key and Major Turner. Key, when asked why the rebel

army was not bagged near Sharpsburg, replied that that was not the game.

The object was for the two armies to wear themselves out, then a compromise

peace made which would insure slavery. Lincoln, in this case, tried Key and

dismissed him from the Union arm. While Lincoln did not believe that McClel-

lan was taking part in a conspiracy, mam people did and exerted pressure to

have him relieved.

The public also picked up a story about a conversation between Lincoln

and Stanton. Stanton, so the story ran, told the President that McClellan

was settling for the winter in Washington. "Has he sent for his wife?”

asked Lincoln.

“His wife is with him."

"And that black-snd-tan terrier? "

”Is one of the family.“

"Then he has gone into winter quarters and must be removed,” the story

quoted Lincoln as swing.1 Again gossip reported Lincoln as saying to a

person who had promised to return to Washington if he found the Am of the

I Sandburg, 1a; Years, I, 599.
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Potomac. "Oh, you will. It's there. That's just the difficulty." Hay

reported to Nicolm and the‘ story certainly found its way to Lincoln.

You cannot imagine the earnestness of denunciation which fills

the West in regard to McClellan. I have not heard one single

man defend him. If he should be sent West to command our trOOps,

his presence would demoralise the Arm. His continuance in com-

mand in the East begins to shake the confidence of some of our

best friends in the Government.

Things look badly around here politically. The inaction of the

Arm and the ill success of our me have a bad effectual

This public resentment seened to be most clearly manifest in the Congression-

al elections. In going over the reasons for Republican defeats at the polls,

leader after leader told Lincoln that McClellan's inactivity was to blame.

Get rid of McClellan, the cry ran, and the nation would unite behind the Presi-

dent. Of course, these were. reports from Republicans to the chief of their

party, but they furnished the kind of intelligence upon which the President

of the United States had to base his decisions. The reports were effective

until finally Lincoln decided he must act.

All of these factors influenced Lincoln in making his'final decision

to be rid of McClellan. Yet even the sum of all of them is insufficient in

explaining that event. A more valid, all-inclusive explanation must be di-

vorced from the personalities involved and be based upon principles and move-

ments. The character of the war had altered. From having the single purpose

of maintaining the Union, the emphasis had now shifted to where the purpose

was actually changing the Union. Slavery was now to be destroyed and the

compact theory of the nature of the Union forever silenced. McClellan, as

W193, 51-52.



D ‘ ‘

 

 



398

an exponent of the "preserve the Union" notion of the war, had become an

anachronism and as such was bound to go. Had Lincoln not relieved him

when he did, McClellan very probably would have resigned shortly may.

Indeed, he was sorely tempted to do so when he read the publication of the

Emncipation Proclamation. The radical members of the Republican party were

gaining the ascendency. Lincoln had to give at some points if he was to pre-

vent an explosion within his party. Letting McClellan go was one way he could

give in to the radical movement and still maintain control of his party. Then

again, McClellan represented forces which were inimical to American democracy.

Had McClellan been able to impose his conception of the war on the civil govern-

ment, precedent would have been established which could very well have led to

the establishment of an officer caste. McClellan, in a very real sense, repre-

sented a challenge to American ideals of constitutional govermnent. The men

within the arm who supported him were for the most part West Point trained

officers who talked openly of marching on Washington. His defeat by Lincoln

helped insure the ascendancy of civilian constitutional government. McClel-

lan represented for Lincoln the same threat that Douglas lacArthur has re-

cently posed for Truman. Neither president could afford to retain the general

and transmit to their successors the complete executive prerogative they in-

herited upon entering office.

As to McClellan's military fitness there can be little question. Lee

regarded him as the most capable general he faced during the Civil War. '

Grant adopted, to complete the final destruction of the Confederacy, the

same plan McClellan tried to implement during his year and a half in comsnd.

McClellan was the only general who was never defeated by Lee. McClellan,
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Grant, and Sherman were the only Union commanders who saw clearly the

logistical needs of the war and who acted to insure those needs being

. met. McClellan was a general who saw the military needs of the Civil

War before his nation did.



CHAPTERXV

POINTS OF VIEW

The American Civil War and the Lincoln story have attracted more

attention from American historians than has arw other segment of their

history. Each year books about the struggle between the North and the

South outsell works about any other war in which United States troops

have been engaged. Lincoln alone has been the subject of more than five

thousand separate works. Yet in spite of such prolific outpourings the

subject is far from being exhausted. Not only is the Civil War of such

great intrinsic importance that each generation feels a compulsion to re-

write its history but new evidence is constantly coming to light which de-

mands reevaluation of mooted points. Such an event as the opening of

Robert Lincoln's collection of his father's papers was of national impor-

tance because of the anticipation that it might clear up some of the

msteries which have intrigued people since the distracted 1860's.

Chief among these mooted subjects stands the career of General George

B. McClellan, who, during his short tenure as commander of the m of the

Potomac, managed to bequeath to posterity more intriguing possibilities for

conjecture than am other important figure-civilian or military of the

period. He was a general, judged successful by some of the most competent

military men of his own and later times, who never won a clear-cut, decisive

victory. He was also a general, judged a failure by many of his peers and

by his government, who never suffered a major defeat although he fought

bloom engagements against two of the most brilliant military minds ever

produced by the American nation. In short, McClellan has been an enigma and

since the basic facts about his service are known, he is likely to remain one.
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Important questions about him are those involving interpretation which in

the final analysis must be subjective in character. In general, existing

interpretations have been conditioned, not by the evidence about McClellan,

but by attitudes toward others with whom his career was linked. There has

been some feeling, for example, that one could not be ”for" Lincoln and

"for" McClellan at the same time. Lincoln relieved McClellan, so the argu-

ment runs,heme one of the two must have been wrong. The idea has seldom

been advanced that both Lincoln and McClellan might have been right about

some things and wrong about others. There has also been the feeling that

if General Lee had been a poor general, and for a time most southern gener-

als were considered poor simply because they were defeated, McClellan also

was a poor general. Attanpts to assign Lee a brighter place in Anerican

military history have nearly always resulted in improving McClellan's niche

as well-

All interpretations of McClellan's military service must be based on a

relatively few sources although there is a considerably larger bom of ma-

terial which impinges upon the subject. First among these sources are the

collection, compiled by the War Department, contains printed cepies of the

orders, reports, returns, and the like, of all the major operations of the

Civil War. While some important documents are misplaced it is remarkably

well organized considering the size of the collection. From this can be.

obtained, not what a participant said about a battle in the quiet of a post-

war study, but what was actually said or ordered during the heat of combat

or immediately afterwards.
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Of almost equal stature is a Collection of articles and essays about

the campaigns written after the war by major participants. These essays

were published by the Century Company in a four volume edition of Battles

is sometimes suspect because the accounts were written so long after the

event the set still furnishes the most compact bom of reliable source ma-

terial available. Similar in nature, although farther removed from being

some materials. are the books belonging to the series,m2f 3.113

9333.} War. Although written by participants, each of thevolumes presents

a history of some of the major campaigns and might more properly belong in

a discussion of secondary accounts.

Alexander S. Webb's ES; Peninsula: McClellan'sMif 1862,
 

(1881), is an account about this campaign written in a manner sympatheti-

cally critical of the Union commander. Due credit is given for the organi-

zation and training of the arm but Webb, who at that time was serving with

Porter's staff, believed that McClellan's planning and execution of battle

were weak. On the crucial phase of the peninsular campaign, however, Webb

was unequivocal. Lincoln he thought made a serious error in withholding

McDowell's corps and was as much responsible as McClellan for the failure

of the campaign to achieve the results expected from it.

Francis W. Palfrey, in his The Antietam 293 Fredricksbugg, (1882), is

much more critical of McClellan than Webb had been, particularly over the

matter of delq. Antietam he saw as having been a field of lost opportuni-

ty. If McClellan had acted with more alacrity when Lee's lost order was

found or if he had pushed the attack at Sharpsburg on the afternoon of
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September 15 or if he had used Porter's fresh troops on the afternoon of

September 17, the course of history would, Palfrey felt sure, have been

altered favorably to the Union cause.

An even stronger indictment of McClellan's planning was recorded by

his one-time chief of engineers J. 3. Bernard, in The Peninsular Campaie
 

_s_n_d_ i_t_s Antecedents, (1861;). Barnard criticized the plan of going by water
 

to the peninsula but more especially McClellan's hopes of flanking Yorktown

by driving a column to Half-Way House. No general, he argued, should have

expected to find the enem in any position other than in a strong defensive

line across the peninsula.

Much information about the internal workings of the War Department has

been recorded by E. D. Townsend in Anecdotes of the C_ili__l lg, (1883).

Townsend was an aide to General Scott and eventually rose from an assistant

adjutant general to the position of Adjutant General of the Army. Also of

much value in this connection are the diaries of secretary John Hay. An

earlier edition has been largely replaced by Tyler Bennett's Lincoln and 33

are recorded for several of the crucial days of the McClellan story; e.g.g.

October 6, the date McClellan was ordered to resume the offensive against

Lee, the work is an excellent source for information concerning progressive

worsening of the relationship between Lincoln and McClellan. John T. Morse

Jr. , in his edition of the Diaries of _G_i_c_i_e_o_n M, (3 V., 1911), Lincoln's

Secretary of the Navy throws much light on the role Stanton played in break-

ing McClellan. Welles' caustic pen provides bitterly etched portraits of

mam of the leaders who vied for position in Washington during the war years.
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McClellan's side of the controversy has been thoroughly explained in

two major collections of sources. McClellan's Own Story, (1887) contains
 

copies of. letters written to his wife, copies of the most important official

documents and a complete resume of the General's conduct of military Opera-

tions. McClellan's R_e_p<_>£t_. on the Organization and Cgpaigs _o_f the m 95

the Potomac, (1861;), contains in one place may of the statements made in '

the reports included in the Official Records. In addition, it contains the

comander's analysis of the West Virginia Campaign. filers are also a num-

ber of short biOgraphies written for the presidential campaign of 1861;, which

contain copies of letters and orders not elsewhere available. th Mexican

!_a_r_ Dig g_f_ General 933333 _l_3_. McClellan, edited by William Starr Were,

(1917) is revealing as to the developing personality of McClellan as a young

professional officer. The beginnings of his distrust of volunteer soldiers

he describes in considerable detail as well as some well developed opinions

about military science and tactics. McClellan's papers are in the Library

of Congress.

President Lincoln's private and official papers have been considered

inadequate because of the control Robert Lincoln, the President's son, main-

tained over them. After screening the papers Robert Lincoln allowed his

father's two secretaries John Nicolay and John Hay to use them in preparing

their biograpto'. He also granted than permission to issue a collection of

docunents subject completely, however, to his final approval. This col-

lection, Complete Mtg 25 Abraham Lincoln has been the standard collection

for use by mane editing similar collections or writing about Lincoln.

While it needs to be supplemented now with references to the newly opened
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complete files of Lincoln papers it still remains basic for students of the

Civil War and of Lincoln's life. A new edition has been prepared and pub-

lished by the Lincoln Memorial University.

After Nicolay and Hay used them, Robert Lincoln's collection of papers

were kept from public gaze and eventually given to the Library of Congress

with the stipulation that they not be opened until twenty-one years after

Robert Lincoln's death. The opening of the papers took place on July 26,

191;? in the presence of the foremost Lincoln scholars of the country. While

a complete edition of them has not as yet been published, (one is under prepa-

ration by the Abraham Lincoln Association) some of the new documents have been

compiled, together with a history of the papers themselves, by David C. Mearns,

and printed under the title 213 Lincoln §_a_p_e_r_s_, (19118). This edition, in com-‘-

mon with the bulk of the papers themselves, reveals little new about Lincoln

but does tell a great deal about the people who wrote to the President. Of

major interest in connection with this study are the documents written to

Lincoln from military men.

0f considerably less credibility than the Lincoln sources just mentioned

is Herndons' Life of Lincoln (1930). Lincoln's last law partner accumulated

a vast amount of material from people who had known Lincoln. Together with

Jesse W. Weik he presented an earthy picture of Lincoln, designed to show the

portrait created by Nicolay and Hay as too idealistic and far from the truth.

Used with caution, however, the work has value particularly for the Illinois

period of Lincoln's life. To be used with the same sort of caution is 112.3

Dig of 3 211213 332' This mysterious account by an unknown author of the

days just before and during the inauguration of Lincoln has been published
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with notes on its history by F. ”L. Bullsrd (l9h6) and provides an intriguing

facet of the Lincoln theme.

These sources represent the major basis upon which a history of the

military campaigns of 1861-1862 must be based. Some mention however, should

be made of other material which is less basic or less reliable, but which

nevertheless lends depth and color to an account of the period. As has been

true of every modern war, the participants have felt a compulsion to record

their own impressions of the events through which they lived. There are a

large number of regimental histories, for the most part worthless in shedding

clear light on actual events, but invaluable in revealing the nature of the

men who fought. The United States has been a nation of avid newspaper readers

and a study of newspaper comment about the controversy between Lincoln's

government and its commander (etch clearly the intensity of feeling both pro

and can the General which existed. Personal memoirs, while rarely achieving

the clarity and objectivity of Grant's two volume account, are important as

are diaries of the humble and great soldiers. Considerable evidence, for ex-

ample, about conditions behind the Southern lines is available in John B. Jones' ,

A 531393; 1135 Clerk's Diary at the Confederate States of America, (2 V., 1935).
 

Of particular interest in the McClellan story is the work by Captain Robert

E. Lee, Recollections and Letters of General Robert _E_:. Lee, (1901;) for in it
 

is recorded Lee's studied opinion that McClellan was the most capable of the

Union generals he apposed (I415). '

Turning from the sources, students of the period are deluged by the a-

mount of secondary material available. Since McClellan has been such a con-

traversial figure each account takes a definite point of view with references
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to the General's career: Each work can then be evaluated in terms of

whether the author is pro or con McClellan.

McGlellan's early life is perfunctorily treated by most of the writers

who have dealt with his career. William Starr Meyers, however, in Am

_i_n_ Personality: General George Brinton McClellan, (1931;), has devoted con-
  

siderable attention to the General's life before he rose to national promi-

nence. Meyers, assuming that McClellan was, in the final analysis, a failure,

finds personality weaknesses manifested early in his subject's life. These

flaws in an otherwise admirable character he lists as indecision, lack of high

moral courage, and timidity. This study of McClellan was undertaken with the

full consent of the General's heirs and has made much use of private papers

and McClellan's Mexican War diary. The case against McClellan on grounds of

personal weakness, however, rests on shaky foundations since the fundamental

assumptions, i.e., of military failure, remain unproven.

Giving considerably less space to McClellan's early life, H. J. Ecken-

rode and Bryan Conrad in their George _B_. McClellan: The 539. Who Saved _t_h_e_
 

Union, have described none of the defects Meyers detected. Instead, the

General's early life is treated as having been excellent preparation for

playing a major role in the destinies of his country. They hold that it was

the fault of politicians that this role was not acted out to the end. The

book originated in studies sponsored by the Virginia Conservation Comission

and was written after thorough examination of the ground on which the battles

were fought and of the official records of those conflicts. Since both

writers are Southerners their enthusiasm for McClellan may be explained part-

1y on grounds of sectional loyalties but more specifically upon finding little
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military reason to explain the shabby treatment McClellan received from the

Lincoln administration. Stanton emerges as the _b_e_t__e_ 321.5 in the plot and

is assigned the title of Satan. He is shown to have conspired against Mc-

Clellan almost from the moment Cameron was replaced in the War Department.

By making adroit use of sources, Professor Eckenrode was able to trace the

acts of Stanton's conspiracy through the attempted palace revolution of

August 1862 but he failed to establish equally soundly Stanton's motives

for so conspiring. Although he failed in this respect he did a creditable

job in his analysis of the purely military matters with which McClellan was

faced. Of particular interest in this respect is the fact that Eckenrode

shows why McClellan needed so may additional horses after Antietam and how

the hoof and mouth disease, which caused the shortage, brought grief to the

South after Stuarts! raid in October, 1862.

The western Virginian campaign of the spring and early summer of 1861

has been largely overlooked by writers on the Civil War. In terms of num-

bers of troops involved it was rather unimportant but in terms of showing

McClellan's strengths and weaknesses it is microcosmic. The area in which

that campaign was fought was serviced by the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad and

a history of that line has presented a relatively full account of McClellan's

activities. Festus P. Summers in 1123 Baltim0re and Qh_i_o in the Qi_.[i_l_ lg,

(1939), reached the conclusion that McClellan's actions were masterly and

that in opening the area of western Virginia the commander of the Department

of Ohio did his nation an important service. Professor Summers, in a con-

siderably different vein from that of most writers about McClellan, states

in reference to the Rich Mountain battle that: “The time was now at hand
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when McClellan demonstrated that he could strike sw iftly when the hour

seemed propitious," (85). In reaching such conclusions the author made

much use of manuscript material particularly the McClellan papers. His

conclusions as to the quality of McClellan's strategic and tactical decisions

have been seconded by Douglas S. Freeman in his three volume work Lee's Lieu-

tenants, (19142) , I, 37. Freeman, in explaining the loss of western Virginia

to the Confederate cause, attributed the Union success to superior numbers,

better equipment and "good Federal management".

No sooner had the first phase of the western Virginian campaign ended

than McClellan was called to Washington to assume command of the troops in

and around the capital. Even the General's most severe critics, with one

major exception, have given him credit for assuming comnand of a hetero-

geneous mass of disorganized regiments and reestablishing order, out of

which evolved the Am of the Potomac. The one exception, Kenneth P. Wil—

liams in his work Lincoln .31ch a General, 2 V., (19119), stated:

In truth, McClellan did not find "regiments cowering on the

banks of the Potomac”....Actua11y he found already laid the

basis for substantial reform and improvement; but he does not

appear to have given prOper credit to the work of the War- De-

partment or the arm command. (118).

Professor Williams supports this contention by arguing that McClellan's claim

concerns the disorganized state of the army was ”a deliberate reflection upon

officers with more combat experience than himself, who were better able to

evaluate the gravity of the situation". ' I

Of course McClellan's charge was a reflection on such officers. It was

also a reflection upon President Lincoln, General Scott, and Secretary Cameron.

Had there been no need to cast aspersions on officers around Washington there
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would have been no need to summon McClellan from his activities in western

Virginia. While we know now that there was little danger to Washington to

be feared from the victorious Confederates, the officials in Washington in

1861 did not. They had every reason to be afraid, especially after seeing

regiment after regiment disintegrate on the streets of the capital. Stan-

ton, whom Williams credited with rare good judgment, thought that the cap-

ture of Washington seemed inevitable and Scott's aide Townsend was of the

opinion that, ”had a squad of men, mounted on black horses, appeared on the

Long Bridge, or in the streets of the city, there would have been a stam-

pede wortlv of a flock of sheep". Professor Williams' artillery in this

connection, was, as J. G. Randall put it, active but his lines were over-

extended.

McClellan's first weeks in command of the forces around Washington were

the period of his greatest pOpularity with the government. During this time

he was actively organizing his pitifully green recruits into soldiers capable

of withstanding the rigors of campaigning and at the same time thinking

through the imponderables of invasion tactics. Very shortly, however, the

honeymoon was over and the General became the target for the shipping of the

abolitionists wing of the Republican party. A major factor in stimulating

this internecine warfare was the new Secretary of War, Edwin H. Stanton.

Stanton's two chief biographers Hank A. Flower, m McMasters Stanton,

Lincoln's 93931. 1135 Secretary, (1905) and George c. Gorham, p.133 £19. Lungs

Services _o_f FEEL? g. Stanton, (2V., 1899), have both failed to interpret this

man's character properly or to assess the role he played in forcing McClellan

out. A shorter, but in w opinion, more valid picture of Stanton is presented
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by Burton J. Hendrick, Lincoln's EEE cabinet, (l9h6). Hendrick shows that

until the ascension of Stanton to the war office the criticism by antiéMc-

Clellaanorces of the conduct of the war was ineffectual. Because of a

strange alliance, however, this Buchanan Democrat was accepted by such ex-

treme radicals as Wade and Chandler and became their spokesman at court.

From the very moment Stanton assumed office he became the implacable enemy

of’McClellan and Lincoln's attitude toward.HcClellan began to shift. In

tracing this enmity Hendrick has gone to considerable effort to uncover the

threads of Stanton's activities as far back as the failing days of the

Buchanan administration. He found, for example, that Stanton was serving

the Lincoln administration in the role of a spy in Buchanan's cabinet and

that from the beginning of Lincoln's administration he conspired, albeit,

somewhat strangely, to obtain the post of Secretary of'War. Hendrick also

has placed in convenient form the story of Stanton's efforts to oust.McClel-

lan after the change of base of the Army of the Potomac from the Ibrk to the

James River. , 1

As the winter of 1861-1862 came to a close McClellan had at last readied

an army'with which he was willing to give battle to the Confederacy and had

evolved a.p1an by which the battle could.be carried to the soil of the se-

ceders. This plan called for leaving a light covering force in the defenses

of washington and.moving the bulk of the army by boat to a position astride

the flank of the defenders of Richmond. Over serious objection on the part

of some of his officers and Lincoln and Stanton this plan was finally approved

and the great venture started. No sooner had the leading corps reached their

point of debarkation, on the peninsula between the York and the James Rivers,
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than McClellan's force of maneuver, the I corps of McDowell, was taken by

Lincoln to bolster the defenses of Washington. Thus finding himself with-

out an essential part of his force McClellan had to alter the technique to

be used in reducing the first obstacle on the road to Richmond i.e., the

Confederate defenses of Yorktown. In describing this J. G. Randall, 21.331

E E9. Reconstruction, (1937), reached the conclusion that McClellan could
 

probably have taken Yorktown by assault. After eight years additional re-

search, however, Professor Randall modified his views on this subject and

adopted a more sympathetic attitude toward the difficulties of taking York-

town. In Lincoln the President (2 V., 1915) he recognized that the with-
 

holding of McDowell was a fatal error and that McClellan's siege of York-

town was a sound decision.

This shift in point of view with respect to McClellan's capabilities

is characteristic of the historiograprw of the Civil War period. For a

number of years the most common interpretation of McClellan was that he was

a magnificent organizer and trainer of armies but that he lacked the capaci-

ty to fight vigorous offensive warfare. To an appreciable extent this cli-

che had become fixed as a result of the monumental, ”official“ biograpmr of

Lincoln prepared by the President's two war-time secretaries. John G. Nico-

la and John Hay, Abraham Lincoln: _A_ Histo , (10 V., 1917) set out to ap-

pear to be fair to McClellan but at the same time to destroy his military

reputation. Since these two men had access to the mass of Lincoln papers

their views were accepted and their interpretations became standard. As

Lee's greatness was gradually recognized, however, the notion that McClellan

was incapable came to be questioned for the facts stood clear that he had
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apposed Lee without sustaining a defeat at a time when the Confederate

leader was at the peak of his power.

Professor Randall is, however, still in the _a_v_s§_t gird: of Civil War

historians. The old legends die hard and many competent scholars still

favor the Nicolay and HIV interpretation especially since it has such a

volume of literature, based upon it, yet supporting it none-the-less. Lord

Charnwood, Abraham Lincoln, (1916), for example, gives a clear, terse ex-

pression of the Nicolay and Hay thesis. McClellan, he thought, was a good

man, a great trainer of men and a gentleman, yet he was one of the breed of

men who "did not'. on the battlefield. Lincoln selected McClellan when he

needed an organizer and trainer and discarded him when he needed a fighter.

Charnwood's analysis was so appealing that Paul I. Angle, .23 Lincoln m,

(191:?) incorporated it into a biography compiled from various works about

Lincoln—either written contemporary to the Civil War or about the Civil

War. Dr. Angle's book is a most handy symposium on Lincoln but he has failed

to include works of any writer who could be considered pro or even sympathetic

toward McClellan. A striking contrast as to the interpretation of history

which can be obtained by telling a story solely from sources can be seen by

comparing Dr. Angle's book with that of Otto Eisenschmil and Ralph Newman,

The American £12.35, (191:7). By quoting pro-McClellan sources the General

evolves from their treatment as a significantly great, muchly maligned hero.

At last, just as IlcClellan's heavy batteries were about to open on the

besieged Yorktown, General Johnston withdrew his Confederate troops back

toward Richmond. McClellan slowly followed, closing up his supply lines as

he moved. At last he concentrated his army along the muddy, sluggish
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Chickahominy River, running diagonally to the southeast about seven miles

in front of Richmond. There he rested, poised either to continue his ad-

vance on Richmond from the east and north if Lincoln released HcDowell's

corps or from the south and east via the James River if he were forced to

fight it out without reinforcemalts. Clifford Dowdey, Experiment _in R:-

bellion, (191:7), has given us a stinging picture of the Confederate govern-

ment during those precarious days when the capital of the infant slave re-

public seemed likely to ml to the blue-clad masses of men from the Worth.

Mr. Dowdey discussed at considerable length the men in command of the op-

posing armies. "In neither, of those men [Johnston and lcClellarfl was there

the instinct to kill or the trained habit of hitting to hurt. They were

crafty, military-wise counterpunchers, trying to feint the enmy out of

position, lead him off balance. Either could be counted on to take advan-

tage of the other's mistakes." (195). This notion has much to command it

for McClellan hated bloodletting. He had seen how Scott had saved American

lives in Mexico by maneuvres and had resolved to do the same. Where possi-

ble he was willing to expend time and mterial if by doing so he could gain

important objectives and save lives. His siege of Yorktown demonstrated this

as did the deliberate closing-up of his am prior to its offensive against

Richmond. rot it is unfair to imply that he lacked the will to fight. The

entire peninsular campaign was an offensive Operation predicated on the as-

sunption that on. all-out fight at least would b. required before the south-

ern capital could be taken. McClellan attacked Lee at Antietam. He did not

as Meade did a year later, at Gettysburg, wait for Lee to attack. llcClellan

was not the ruthless sort of general Grant proved himself to be, but neither
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was he timid. He was, as D. W. Brogan has indicated in his book The A3332.-

gg Character, (19%), the most characteristically American of generals.

He was most concerned, as all successful American generals have been, with

matters of supply and communications. Brogan says, "even if he did not win

the Civil War, it was won in his spirit and by his methods."

Having driven the Confederate forces back upon the defenses of Rictnond,

McClellan prepared for the major battle which he hoped would end with Union

possession of the capital. His arny had closed up to the Chickahominy River

to the east of Richmond and two of the five corps lodged on the southwast

bank. One other corps, under Fitz John Porter had been extended to the north

in the direction of Hanover Courthouse in hapes of meeting McDowell's corps

which Lincoln had promised would participate in the battle for. Richm0nd. The

course of events however, was suddenly altered when the Virginian, "Stonewall”

Jackson burst into a frenzy of activity in the Shenandoah valley. His attacks

and counterattacks threw Washington into hysterics and McDowell's corps, which

was to be the deciding factor against Johnston, was ordered to the alenandoah

valley in defense of the Federal capital. The effects of this diversion on

the outcomes of the peninsular campaign have been variously estimated by writ-

ers about the period depending on with whom their sympathies have lain. Jack-

son's British biographer, Col. G. F. R. Henderson, Stonewall Jackson 29. the

American £21 33, describes McClellan as suddenly finding himself deprived

of the forces on which he had counted to secure his right flank and as a re-

sult being in a position which Johnston could attack at leisure. Walter Geer,

Campaifl 3f the 91.21 Lag, (1926) , has contended that Jackson's activities

forced Lincoln to make his worst mistake in leaving McClellan uisolated when
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he most needed help." Each of these two authors generally have adapted a

critical point of view concerning McClellan's plans and operations hence

their Opinion in this connection cannot be regarded as biased in favor of

the Union commander.

With McDowell's move south from Fredricksburg effectually stopped,

Johnston, defending Richmond, decided to attack McClellan's two corps lying

exposed on the Richmond side of the Chickahominy. his attack, which was

dreadfully mishandled, was repulsed by the Union troops who first received

it although they were aided in restoring their position by the timely arrival

of a third corps, under Stunner, from north of the river. Considerable fault

has been found with HoClellan's actions during this engagement for he did not

assume direct control over the troops involved, preferring to leave the direc-

tion of the fight to the corps commanders. Since this was his characteristic

method of command, however, too much point should not be made of it in this

single instance. Further fault has been found for McClellan's failure to go

over at once to the offensive in a drive aimed at Richmond. The reasoning

behind this point of view is that Johnston's forces were seriously disorgan-

ized after the second day of the Seven Pines and would have proven practical-

ly no obstacle to a Union advance. John c. Ropes, _133M g; _t_h_e_ 93;; lag,

' ( h V. , 1898), has made a detailed study of this notion and largely discredits

it. McClellan, he believed, might have been slightly overcautious but the

point of protecting one's lines of commmication had much to commend it.

Heavy rains followed the battle of Seven Pines and so both the Arm of

the Potomac and. the Confederate Am, newly under the command of Robert E.

Lee were both immobilized. As the ground gradually dried McClellan and Lee
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both plotted attack: Lee with the objective of driving the Union troops

back up the peninsula and McClellan with Richmond as his target. In ponder-

ing the needs for the assault, McClellan had reached the conclusion that he

might have to shift his base of operations iron the York to the James. In

arriving at this estimate he was influenced by the belief. that he was not

to receive McDowell's corps hence the possibility of flanking Richmond from

the north had largely disappeared. Why McDowell's corps was withheld at

this crucial point has been discussed by a number of authors but none with

more intensity of feeling than James Havelock Campbell in his book McClellan,

(1917). Dean Campbell believed that Stanton refused to reinforce McClellan

because of his. desire to prolong the war until such a time as slavery could

be terminated with it. The evidence for this interpretation, it should be

pointed out, is not strong although at various times Stanton did make utter-

ances which would at least give Campbell's idea a semblance of validity.

Lee with a sympathetic government, interior lines and adequate cavalry

was able to initiate his offensive a few hours ahead of McClellan's thus

forcing the Union commander to put into effect the previously laid plans

for a_ change of base. McClellan relied upon the corps north of the Chicka-

hominy to contain Lee's offensive and began almost at once to shift his other

units southeast through a marshy area called the White Oak swamp to positicns -

under the shelter of Union gunboats operating on the James. In view of the

spirited delaying action Porter's troops fought for the first two of these

seven days of battle, McClellan has been severely criticized for not having

pushed an attack with his other troops straight toward Richm0nd. Williams,

(32. 5:33.), believed that "For a resolute and able commander the road to
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Richmond. was Open..." and Freeman, (pp. 3333.), apparently agreed with that

sort of conclusion for he labeled McClellan's reasoning as to why the at-

tack toward Richmond was not delivered, as "faulty”. Ropes, (32. 31.2.),

stated that McClellan was deceived by one of the oldest mass of war out

of making the advance which might have won the day. All of these opinions,

however, have been conditioned by the stereotype idea that McCle llan lacked

agressiveness. If, however, the effects of that stereotype can be overcome

sufficiently to regard objectively the conditions in June of 1862, then Mc-

Clellan's own explanation must be accepted as valid. An invading army can-

not advance into hostile territory with a vigorous and effective enery on

the flank or in the rear. To do so would be to invite disaster although

with luck great things can frequently be gained by such audacity.

Once McClellan had decided to shift his troops from the vicinity of

the York to the vicinity of the James the execution of that movement was

accomplished brilliantly. Porter's corps was sent on through to Malvern

Hill on the James, then the supply lines were dispatched and finally, in

leapfrog fashion the other corps were withdrawn to the southeast. Most

writers, regardless of their over-all estimate of McClellan have described

this moment as skillfully maneuvered. The major point of difference be-

tween the pro-McClellan writers such as Eckenrode and the anti-McClellan

writers such as Ropes lies in interpreting the implications of the move.

To the former, the move was a change of base made desirable by greater ’

insight into the strategic situation and by a realization that McDowell's

troops were not to join the Arm of the Potomac. To the latter the move

was in every respect a retreat forced upon McClellan by an aggressive enemy.
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To settle this issue, is, of course, patently impossible. However, at-

tention can be called to the fact that the shift of base was neither ex-

pected nor desired by Lee. Lee spent all of the 28th of June wondering

what McClellan was up to, firmly hoping that the Arm of the Potomac would

retreat back toward Fort Monroe. Attention can also be called to the fact

that after the shift in base McClellan occupied virtually the same position

that Grant did in the summer of 18614. .Grant however was hailed as a victor.

Once McClellan was safe under the protecting guns of the Federal. gunboats

his old controversy with his government over the subject of reinforcements

broke out again. Enemies of the General tried to convince Lincoln that the

entire campaign had been a failure and that no reinforcements should be sent.

Indeed, rather than reinforcing the am it should be withdrawn to the vicini-

ty of Washington. Margaret Leech, in a well written, but highly slanted book

 

called Reveille _i_n_ Washington 1860-1865, (19M), came to the conclusion that

I these peeple were right. Lincoln finally knew, she argued, "that the hail

of blood and fever which led from Yorktown to Malvern Hill had been marked

to no purpose at all." Bruce Catton, in his book lg. Lincoln's A13, (1951),

although not sympathetic to McClellan in most respects, does not agree with

Miss Leech's interpretation. Catton believed that from a purely military

point of view the move to the James was a legitimate maneuver. Hie criti-

cism of McClellan at this Juncture of the war is more for political mistakes

than for technical military failure. Up until the end of the Seven news, he

believes, McClellan made no major military errors although during the same

period he managed to make almost every political and public relations error

possible. He feels that McClellan's big military faults did not show up

until the Maryland campaign.
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Either rightly or wrongly, Lincoln listened most to those who wanted

the any recalled and so finally McClellan was ordered to bring his veter-

ans back to Washington. This he did in time. to have all but a personal

guard removed from his command and transferred under a big talking, small

acting general who had been brought from the West. John Pope, with his

headquarters in his saddle, organized the Any of Virginia and marched A.

south only to march back north again with the hard hitting Lee right be-

hind him. The fiasco of Pope's command ended with the bloody disaster near

Manassas Junction. Pope was relieved and the safety of the Union entrusted

again to McClellan. For the most part writers have been unanimous in their

condemnation of Pope. Professor Williams, (gp.g_i_._t_.), has advanced the inter-

esting hypothesis that Pope was one of the better Union generals, who, had he

been given better support by McClellan and his friends, could have won a de-

cided victory against Lee.

The Antietam campaign has received considerably more attention from

writers than has the Peninsular campaign. Possibly this is because the

battle of Antietam was so bloody or possibly because of its importance in

connection with the Emancipation Proclamation. The controversial issues are

those involved in McClellan's three alleged chances to destroy Lee. Critics

of McClellan such as Carl Sandburg, in Abraham Lincoln: The Warm (h V.,

1939), Williams, (_o_p. g_i_t_.), Catton, (g. 31.1.), and Charnwood, (22. £13.),

all view McClellan's reluctance to force his troops as being little short of

criminal. Supporters of the General have based their arguments on the fact

that McClellan could not afford to push his offensive to the point of risking

the objectives for which the campaign was being fought, on the fact that Lee's
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attainment of his objectives was foiled and on the fact that Lincoln himself

regarded the campaign as sufficiently great a victory as to warrant issuing

the Emancipation Proclamation. Randall, in Lincoln the President, II, has

presented a list of reasons why the Maryland campaign must be regarded as a

Union success. His analysis, based upon a life-time of careful research, is

one of the best available. Emory Upton in The Military Policy of the United
 

states, (1907), analyzed in great detail the purely military considerations

involved in the Maryland campaign. His studied conclusion was that, given

the handicaps of a Commander-in—Chief such as Halleck and the political is-

sues at stake, McClellan's conduct of operations was good. Had McClellan

not been tied by the restraining orders of Halleck he possibly could have

moved fast enough to have taken full advantage of the Opportunities presented

by finding Lee's order. Upton also believed that McClellan's failure to use

Porter's troops at Antietam was more the fault of the War Department than of

the field commander. He reasoned that McClellan had requested reinforcements

so as to have freed Porter for action but they were not sent. In view of the

threat Lee posed to Washinan the last available troops of the Any of the

Potomac could not be spent in an effort the outcome of which mightbe in

doubt.

McClellan's career rapidly drew to its close after the Maryland cam-

paign. He believed he had accomplished his mission and wanted to regroup

and reequip his am before trying Lee again. Lincoln, seeing only the

political needs of the situation tried to force McClellan to move before

he was ready. When Lee was able to place his forces squarely astride the

overland invasion route to Richmond, Lincoln relieved McClellan and replaced
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him with Burnside. As an historical incident this matter has been given

scant treatment by historians. In general, Lincoln's statement as to why

he relieved McClellan has been accepted at face value. Insufficient at-

tention has been given, partly because of a paucity of evidence, to the

role Stanton and the radicals may have played in forcing Lincoln to employ

a test which one could reasonably be expected to be met. Lincoln it will

be recalled decided that if Lee left the Shenandoah and reached the region

south of Centreville he would relieve McClellan. Now such a move should

have been expected since Lee would not sit by and watch a Union force march

undisturbed to Richmond. Since Lincoln was not stupid it must be assumed

that he was willing to relieve McClellan earlier than the date of the actual

order and was only waiting for a plausible pretext for doing so. Why Lin-

coln arrived at such a decision is still a moot question.

In addition to the secondary accomts already mentioned some reference

should be made to several specialized works useful to the student of the

military campaign of the Civil War. Thomas L. Livermore in his Numbers

andM in the Civil. EEE _i_n America, 1831-1835, (1901), has attanpted

to settle some of the controversy over the numbers of troops actually in-

volved in actual combat. This is a particularly significant work for the

McClellan story since so many of the overt differences between McClellan

and his government were over numbers of troops actually present for battle

in the Army of the Potomac.

Fred A. Shannon has done a remarkable job in analyzing some of the

administrative problms of the Union Army in his Organization and Adminis-

tration _o_f_'_ the Union EH: (1928 2 V.). This work has been seriously
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criticized by Professor Williams, (op. cit.), because of factual errors

and because of errors in interpretation they imply. Particularly irritat-

ing to'Williams is the fact that Shannon would attempt to write such a work

‘without having had extensive military experience. Yet Williams himself

demonstrates that military experience can lead a writer astray. His own

experience was in Werld war I and he constantly reads into situations in

the 1860's the advances made between the Civil War and the war in which he

participated. He further places the faith of‘a Junior regular army officer

in the Army Regulations forgetting that regulations applicable for subordinate

commanders must not be rigid determiners of action for senior commanders.

Thus a Pershing or McArthur were within their rights in challenging orders

issued to them. They, being on the ground on which fighting was taking place,

could better judge the appropriateness of orders than their war Department

superiors. Of course, after having raised their objections, senior commanders

are obligated to comply with directions they.receive. McClellan exercised his

prerogative of questioning orders but never once was he guilty of having failed

to comply if the government persisted in its instructions.

 

presented to the public a readable account of the court-martial of Porter and

its finding an innocent man guilty. George Fort.Milton, in Conflict - The ,

American.§ivill!§£, (19h1), has added his voice to the already loud indict-

ment of Stanton's shaping the conduct of the war to achieve radical ends.

Matthew Torney Steele, in American Campaigns, (2 V., l9h7), has given a re-

swme of American battles from the Revolutionary war to the Spanish American

Ware
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