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To My Mother













PREFACE


America’s Civil War seeks to explore the military nature of an event of the first historical magnitude. The United States is a vast country and the crisis of 1861 detonated a vast conflict, the greatest ever waged in the Western Hemisphere. The immensity of a historical event can often be gauged by its impact on small communities. For about half a century the American branch of my family, the Reids, have lived in Bedford, Ohio, founded in 1837. This small town was (and is) typical of so many throughout the northern United States. Located fifteen miles from Cleveland, Ohio, Bedford developed as the first stagecoach stop on the route from Cleveland to Cincinnati and thence to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Located in the Western Reserve, this part of Ohio evinced strong antislavery views and powerful loyalty to the Republican Party. Abraham Lincoln passed through Bedford on his way to his inauguration (he stopped but did not speak); Civil War general and future president James A. Garfield spoke there often.


With the outbreak of war in April 1861 some 202 men, a quarter of Bedford’s population of 859, volunteered for military service. They served in the 103rd Ohio Volunteer Infantry, in the volunteer artillery, and took part in some of the war’s greatest general actions—including Antietam and Vicksburg—and participated in the Stones River (Murfreesboro) campaign. Some 40 percent of these men became casualties, including not just those killed or wounded but also the many who succumbed to disease. Such proportionate losses were not uncommon in small Civil War–era communities, North and South. The Civil War monument at Bedford Commons looms over the town in the way that similar memorials to the Great War of 1914–1918 lay at the heart of virtually all British towns of similar size. This parallel can often be invoked, and the human cost of war cannot fail to impress, but we must be guarded in assuming that such a cost has necessarily been made in vain.


My book focuses in various ways on this problem and warns against the undiscriminating application of what has been called the “Vietnam Syndrome” to this conflict. I have no consistent policy on using Northern or Southern names for the great battles and, having no sectional ax to grind, used them interchangeably as the fancy has taken me. This volume is the first of two parts that attempts to reassess some of the fundamental problems of the Civil War and mass involvement. The concluding part will examine the great campaigns of 1864–65 and discuss the nature of the forces on which the eventual Northern strategy of attrition rested.


During the process of writing, the book subtly changed. As Rudyard Kipling once explained, “Like Topsey ‘it growed’ while I write.” During the interval that resulted, I benefited from the stream of literature published on various aspects of the war. The current book is thus a work of synthesis. I have not sought refuge in the detail of minor tactics, but have kept the broad contours of the war firmly in view.


In my efforts I have been assisted by a number of people and it is appropriate that they receive due thanks. I owe a particular debt of gratitude to my friend Professor Joseph G. Dawson III of Texas A&M University, for taking on the onerous task of reading all my draft chapters as they were written. Professor Dawson discharged this undertaking happily, even though he had many other duties to perform, greatly to my benefit.


I am also deeply indebted to Professor Sir Michael Howard OM CH, and Professor Richard H. Kohn for their lively interest in my work, and also to Professor Robert Cook, Professor Susan-Mary Grant, Professor Gary W. Gallagher, Dr. Andrew Haughton, Professor Gary L. McDowell, Professor George Rable, and Keith Simpson, a member of Parliament, for help on specific points.


Also important have been my numerous trips to Civil War battlefields. Often these have been undertaken with serving soldiers who have taught me so much about the art of war. I can single out for mention a series of memorable visits to Manassas and Fredericksburg in 1990 with (as he is now) Lieutenant General Sir Alistair Irwin KCB, CBE; in 1996 to Gettysburg with the Henderson Society of the former Staff College, Camberley; and to Chickamauga and Chattanooga with the newly constituted Joint Services Command and Staff College the following year. As it was, the sight of a large group of British Army officers, suitably turned out in flat caps and barbour jackets, brandishing maps and binoculars, provoked a lot of interest on their first visit and, in 1999, a slightly bemused article in the Chattanooga Times Free Press. I am deeply grateful to Professor Charles M. Hubbard of Lincoln Memorial University for his kindness for giving me a personal tour of Tennessee battlefields. But such visits serve to remind Americans of the wide interest in their Civil War outside North America. One of my more memorable encounters at a visitors’ center in Winchester, Virginia, elicited the admission that I was “not from around here.”


Finally, both Mrs. Pam Bendall and Simon Blundell, librarian of the Reform Club, have gone to extraordinary lengths to search out obscure books and check references, and have saved me much labor. My sense of obligation to my former secretaries, Mrs. Penny Eldridge and Mrs. Gill Woods, is very heavy. Both have exhibited what Ernest Hemingway called “grace under pressure” as they have coped with great patience with innumerable drafts, redrafts, and amendments over long periods of time, and as their own duties changed and became more demanding. I also want to acknowledge the very positive contribution of Jacinta Meyers, my copy editor at Prometheus, in improving the text and saving me from a number of errors as it was seen through the press. Of this host of debts, by far the greatest is to Mother, who has created just the right conditions that have enabled me at long last to finish this book; she more than anybody else deserves this dedication. As for the author, who has received so much help from both sides of the Atlantic Ocean, he must bear the responsibility for the faults that still linger undetected.


Brian Holden Reid
 King’s College, London













INTRODUCTION


This book on the first two and a half years of the American Civil War is the successor volume to my Origins of the American Civil War (1996). Another work covering the final eighteen months of the conflict will follow. These two books are efforts at a military history informed by knowledge of political and social forces. The book on the origins of the war was a political and social history informed by an understanding of war. A grasp of the forces that brought about the eruption of war has proved useful in understanding the form that the first phase of the war assumed and why it proved so difficult to bring this phase to a victorious conclusion.


I hope to complete the series eventually with a book on the legacy of the Civil War. This will be a study of the “impacts of war,” to borrow from the title of a book by John Terraine.1 It will survey the effects of the war on political debate, the United States Army itself, and on American social thought and mythology. Such a book would be a social history rather than the conventional military or political history. It would take an approach to American history pioneered by the late Marcus Cunliffe, though I could not do it half as well as he might have done.


Writing two further books about the Civil War raises a number of questions. This is one of the most written-about wars in world history, and is certainly the most written-about war in American history. The flood of books shows no sign of receding: indeed, often the more obscure and neglected the subject, the larger the book written on it that eventually appears. Popular interest has also been stimulated by several television series, notably that by Ken Burns. The Burns series was screened just before the opening of the land war in the Persian Gulf in 1991. It touched a poignant national sensibility. A visit that I made to the Gettysburg battlefield in 1996, I recall, coincided with a national holiday, and I was amazed to see literally thousands of enthusiastic visitors flooding onto the field—a sight that would be inconceivable in Great Britain.


With such a huge outpouring of books and essays, and a wide popular interest, what, therefore, is my own contribution? How and why do I think another military history of the Civil War is justified? It is true that many previous studies have appeared, but very few make sense of the war as a whole and analyze its general features. Much recent writing seems to delight in piling up huge quantities of factual detail, so great indeed that its overall significance is apt to be missed. Amassing detail for its own sake has occurred before in Civil War historiography, for example, in the years before the First World War. The American Civil War was closely studied by the British Army, especially at the Staff College, Camberley (and this tradition has continued in various guises). At the completion of their studies, however, officers could not see the war’s overall significance or outline. As Sir Basil Liddell Hart remarked rather scornfully in 1927, they could merely “enumerate the blades of grass in the Shenandoah Valley.”2


As long ago as 1956 T. Harry Williams wrote, “Now the time has undoubtedly come to stop and take stock, to evaluate what we have, to rethink the meaning of the vast knowledge we possess.” After the passage of half a century we need to undertake this task afresh. There have been several general surveys of the Civil War over the last thirty years. Some of these assess the military significance of the Civil War and analyze it within the general context of developments in the art of war. Like them, the focus of this book is on operational military history. Generalship, command decisions, strategy, and tactics have been given an extended treatment. Attention has also been accorded to the experience of ordinary soldiers in the conflict in line with the pioneering work of Sir John Keegan’s The Face of Battle (1976). Considerable care has been given to relate this to important political and social developments during the war itself, as the views of ordinary soldiers at the front were an important catalyst in the hardening of attitudes toward the South and unleashing greater levels of force against it until the Confederacy was subdued. It is important to resist the temptation to believe (all too common in our own time) that once started war has no logic, order, or sense whatsoever, that it is mere catalogs of chaos and appalling suffering sustained by nothing more than what appears to be willful perversity.


Judging the utility of any war by such standards can be dangerous and misleading. In reconsidering the general meaning of the Civil War it soon became apparent that this book would have to challenge a number of assumptions about warfare in general that have permeated writings about the war; they have become so widespread as to be accepted as received wisdom. Without doubt these assumptions reflect the dominance for a long period of the Vietnam Syndrome in American life. It has certainly had a distorting influence on the writing of military commentary and scholarship. The Vietnam Syndrome underwrites the presumed “futility” of war: the notion that war can never succeed in its aims, never produce a positive outcome, and is thus destined to fail even before its initial operations are launched.


The Civil War raises several significant problems for those who adhere to such beliefs. It did have a positive outcome in two important respects: first, the survival of the United States as a unitary, continental republic, and second, the destruction of slavery. However, the discussion of the human cost over the last thirty years has excited more soul searching than at any time since the war itself, and has led instead to the acceptance of a number of contentious arguments about the “futility” of offensive military operations. If the outcome of the war itself cannot be challenged, then the wisdom of the way it was attained could certainly be questioned.3


But first, a definition of the Vietnam Syndrome is required. It is first and foremost an emotional reaction to the American defeat in the Vietnam War. Commentators have assumed that as the implications of the defeat sunk into public consciousness, American public opinion would be hostile to any participation in further foreign conflicts and appalled by any casualties sustained in such reckless adventures. In medical terms, a syndrome is a cluster of symptoms that characterize a disease. It is important to establish the precise nature of these symptoms and demonstrate how they have affected our interpretation of this “vast struggle” that determined the course of American history.4


Perhaps the most striking feature of the Vietnam Syndrome as it has influenced Civil War history is the ease with which so many historians deprecate “risk.” Caution, especially in the attack, is praised. The prime assumption underlying such an approach is that defensive-minded measures are inherently more economical in lives. One is tempted to conclude that such an outlook is founded on the idea that the object of military operations is not to gain victory over the enemy but to economize on the loss of human life. It is underpinned, too, by another argument—namely, that no cause warrants great loss of human life. An American desire to minimize casualty levels has been read back in time as a major priority. Those generals who seemed to ignore this imperative have been at the receiving end of a lot of criticism. Robert E. Lee, as the defeated general in chief, has been the butt for severe denunciation rather than Ulysses S. Grant.5


The Vietnam Syndrome has thus had its greatest influence on Civil War strategy and operations rather than on its political dimensions and outcome. A defensive caste of mind has been imposed on the analysis of Civil War campaigns. It is a commonplace assumption that Civil War armies were “invulnerable” once they had taken up a strong position.


It follows that campaigns could not be won by battles, but by maneuvers or “raids.” The “relative insignificance of battle,” claim Herman Hattaway and Archer Jones in their seminal work, How the North Won (1984), “is simply another way of perceiving the primacy of the defensive when well articulated . . . units of rifle-armed infantry dominated the battlefield.”6 The logical conclusion of such an interpretation is that the attritional deadlock that ensues from 1864 onward is marked by a certain Tolstoyan inevitability that the human agency is powerless to alter.7


While attempts are made to explain the process of victory and defeat, those historians influenced by the Vietnam Syndrome have curiously switched attention to the defeated side, to the Confederacy. They have unwittingly sustained a pro-Confederate bias in studies of the Civil War. This is not to suggest bias in the sense of expressing sympathy for the Southern side, but rather in giving it an undue significance in the explanatory model, or discussing issues predominately from an angle that gives greater priority to their impact on the South. Consequently, historians have tended to focus on the reasons for the Southern defeat, rather than the Northern victory. Hattaway and Jones, plus Richard E. Beringer and William N. Still Jr., developed a thesis that the Confederacy failed because it was imbued with a faltering and shallow sense of national feeling, and consequently, lacked the will and determination to win. Such a conclusion chimed with disillusionment about war that prevailed in the 1980s despite all the bold talk of spokesmen of the Reagan administration.8


The atmosphere of darkness, a hellish vision of the war, has been extended from Vietnam to the Civil War. This has taken its cue from the incredibly influential motion picture Apocalypse Now (1970), which is full of brooding and disconcerting images derived from Joseph Conrad’s novella set in Africa, Heart of Darkness (1902). In 2000 Russell F. Weigley produced a curiously ambivalent history that tended to accept the “failure of will” thesis. He concludes gloomily that it was “tragic” that so many lives were lost “around a flag [the Stars and Stripes] whose opponents [Confederates] did not really want to pull it down.” David J. Eicher the following year offered a new history, The Longest Night, a book suffused with the imagery of darkness inherited from Apocalypse Now.9


This book rejects the assumptions, taken as a package, inherent in the Vietnam Syndrome as an explanation for the course of the Civil War. Similar sorts of arguments have been advanced in Britain to explain the futility of Britain’s part in the First World War. These have been revised significantly over the last fifteen years by a new generation of military historians. The approach adopted here does not accept the notion that the defensive is an inherently superior form of war. Still, it cannot shy away from explaining the prevalence of tactical deadlock and the failure to secure a decisive conclusion by the autumn of 1862, when the year started off so well for the North. It does this by emphasizing contingency rather than inevitability, and stresses the importance of command and the manifest failure of so many entrusted with it to fulfill their obligations. Tactical failure on so many Civil War battlefields had just as much to do with command inexperience and the failure to exploit offensive opportunities as it did with the power of the defensive, the rifled musket, and the breastworks, as the second in any case did not become prevalent until 1863.10


So what analytical tools does this book employ? They are rooted in a contemporary understanding of modern war and are not fundamentally different from those employed by Hattaway and Jones, although this work arrives at conclusions radically different from theirs. The most important device is one that has been used before, but which I have made a modest contribution to propagate in Britain—namely, the operational level of war. This is the area of military activity that links strategy and tactics, that conceives of campaigns as comprising distinct but linked phases of effort that can be conceived as a coherent whole. Without an understanding of the operational level, a tactical success—and tactics constitute the art of fighting—cannot lead to the successful conclusion that strategy has laid down. The events of a campaign, therefore, should not be regarded as a miscellaneous string of engagements that lack any relationship with one another or are bereft of any order and beyond the control of rigorous mental effort. On the contrary, all engagements must enjoy a logical connection. The operational level fulfills strategic objectives “through the conception, planning and execution of major operations and campaigns.”11


The use of such terms raises the rather vexed question of the relationship between military thought and practice. Of course, in the 1861–65 United States and Confederate States, generals had no idea such a theorem existed. Many on both sides were not well versed in the military theory of their own day. So how then can we apply this sort of thinking to their plans and actions? This book is dedicated to the belief that if a commander has any ability he will draw up plans that are not dependent on or attempting to emulate the ideas of any theorist; only generals who lack ability, experience, or confidence as field commanders seek to copy theoretical prescriptions. When I was a young and overly enthusiastic postgraduate student of British military thought, I once asked the victor of Beda Fomm in the Cyrenaica campaign of 1940–41, General Sir Richard O’Connor, if he had been influenced by the writings of Major General J. F. C. Fuller. His reply rather startled me, as I expected him to have read as much British military theoretical writing as I had. No, he said, Fuller “did not influence me. I have only glanced through one [book], but that was quite good.”


A contemporary of O’Connor’s, General Sir James Marshall-Cornwall, suggests that no great soldier has ever invented a new system of warfare. Napoleon, for instance, “was the supreme craftsman of his trade”; successful commanders make “the most effective use of the tools” at their disposal. Their skill in the execution, in short, represents the last word on the relationship of theory and practice in the art of war.12 That is to say, instinct rather than imitation underlines the approach of successful commanders. Historians of the Civil War have a habit of trying to locate military styles of the war in either a work of military theory or in European models (especially the Napoleonic Wars) when sometimes they have scant connection with both. Military theory is useful as a tool of retrospective analysis, and it is in this spirit that it is used in this work; it is very rare for a military plan to bounce unmodified from the pages of a book. This approach also governs the treatment of generalship in this book. Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S. Grant instinctively acted at the operational level, and that is one of the reasons why they were so successful. Tools of analysis drawn from our own time can, in other words, illuminate the methods used in a nineteenth-century war. If comparisons are made here between Civil War generals and those of an earlier period, like Napoleon or Wellington, they have been made because the technique that has emerged out of a complex process demonstrates enduring parallels; there can be no assumption of conscious emulation.


One of the reasons why such an approach is valuable in enhancing our understanding is that the operational level of war is founded on timeless concepts that were rationalized and expounded by the Prussian military thinker Carl von Clausewitz (1780–1831) and also the Swiss theorist Baron Jomini (1779–1869). Among the concepts they employed was the idea of the decisive point. This was defined by Jomini in two ways: “as those points that are capable of exercising a marked influence either upon the result of the campaign or upon a single enterprise.” He further cautioned that “all decisive points cannot be at the same time the objective of operations.”13 There is, in other words, a measure of judgment in seeking these out and this is a matter of choice. Jomini counsels that a flank, the side of an army, is often the decisive point because it is the shortest and easiest route to the enemy’s rear. Such thought processes led to a British concept, namely, the point of main effort—the concentration of sufficient resources to ensure that the level of military success is commensurate with the effort made either to frustrate designs of one side or enhance those of the other. It has been defined as “a location in time and space at which or from which the enemy’s center of gravity can be most gravely threatened.”14 Clausewitz described the crucial concept of the center of gravity as “the hub of all power and movement, on which everything depends. That is the point against which all our energies should be directed.” Finally, the culminating point, which Clausewitz believes to be “that point when the force of an attack gradually diminishes”; once it is passed, the “remaining strength is just enough to maintain a defense. . . . Beyond that point the scale turns and the reaction follows with a force that is usually much stronger than that of the original attack.”15 Central to any discussion of these concepts is the theory and practice of command. The personality of the commanding general is a crucial component in the choices he makes. Command is first and foremost about choices.16


The study of the techniques and styles of command has been strangely neglected by historians. Command is fundamentally a managerial function and is related to leadership, but the talents it demands are not managerial in inspiration; furthermore, although some good leaders make bad generals, a good general is rarely a bad leader. The ideal commander is a compound of all these elements. For, as T. Harry Williams reminds us, “In modern war, which is total and all-embracing, the factor of command is of overriding importance.” The commander never enjoys anything like complete knowledge of his enemy; he must employ intellectual power to assess what he has, must rely on his instincts and insight into human nature; he must inspire trust, for without this, however much he inspires fear among his subordinates and soldiers, they will not sacrifice themselves for him; and he must decide; generals who dodge making decisions do not prosper. The compounds formed by human chemistry are mixed and uncertain, and their effects unpredictable.17


A tension existed in the Civil War between the general as commander and the general as leader because of the increasing range, accuracy, and lethality of rifled-musket fire. The kind of inspired, personal, tactical direction provided by the Duke of Wellington during the battle of Waterloo (1815) was becoming increasingly hazardous. The Confederacy’s second most-senior general, Albert Sydney Johnston, was killed during his first great battle, Shiloh, doing what Wellington had done throughout his military career. Eventually, the commanding general was forced farther back from the front line or rationed his appearances there. The American Civil War, so it is often claimed in this regard as in so many others, foreshadowed developments that reached a supposed culmination on the western front in 1914–18, with aloof and isolated generals presiding over an ill thought-out war of attrition. This book will question some of these presumed links with the First and Second World Wars.18


It is often claimed, too, that the American Civil War was the “first of the modern wars.” Although American historians have not been slow to endorse this idea, it was actually developed with no little originality by Major General J. F. C. Fuller and Captain Sir Basil Liddell Hart, two British writers who rank among the greatest Civil War historians. They both pointed to the economic and social sources that brought a Union victory in 1865, “the eventual attrition, physical, moral and economic of the entire Confederacy, a condition such as we do not meet with again until 1918.”19 Writers considering the general history of war after 1945 noticed striking parallels between operations of the American Civil War and the Second World War. R. E. Dupuy and T. N. Dupuy saw the operations of 1862 as a “stepping-stone to the lightning war—blitzkrieg—of 1939 to 1945.”20


It would be foolish and misleading to deny that the Civil War does share a number of features with the two World Wars of the last century: in command, communications, logistics, strategy, and tactics, it certainly foreshadowed some of the features of these wars. It is more debatable though whether these deserve the designation “modern.” There is a growing literature—and three writers are especially noteworthy: Evan Luard, Martin van Creveld, and K. J. Holsti—which argues that the structure of modern warfare is changing. It no longer has a clear-cut beginning and end, well-defined “fronts,” or even armies. Wars at the beginning of the twenty-first century run on for decades and are fought primarily by guerrilla forces that are virtually untrained. They tend increasingly to be civil rather than international wars, and obviously their character will change our appreciation of the central features of the American Civil War. The use of untrained, rapidly raised volunteer forces in the Yugoslavian civil war in the 1990s altered my own perspective on the use of similar volunteers in 1861–65. Union and Confederate volunteers seem much more akin to the “forces” raised in Bosnia than the American conscripts deployed in 1941–45. The latter were trained and equipped within a much more rigid, regular framework.21


If we accept the argument that the Civil War inaugurated a style of war based on technology and industrialization like the two World Wars, we must acknowledge that such wars seem a thing of the past. Since 1945 only 18 percent of all wars have fit the regular, defined pattern of the World Wars on a smaller scale. Civil wars were the predominant form of war in the second half of the twentieth century, but these wars for the most part (with the exception noted above) do not resemble the American Civil War. In 1865, moreover, Confederate leaders unanimously ruled out the possibility that the war should be continued by guerrilla action. It is therefore possible to argue that far from being modern, the American Civil War initiated a form of warmaking that has had its day. The term “modern” perhaps can no longer be applied to it.22


I am not unaware that the overall thrust of my interpretation—particularly the operational focus—harkens back in some ways to an earlier school of historiography. It was dominated by British writers C. C. Chesney, Colonel G. F. R. Henderson, and Brigadier General Sir James Edmonds. Yet there are two even more significant figures whose spirits waft over these pages, General Fuller and Captain Liddell Hart. I came to be interested in their work via their books on the Civil War, not through their works on military theory. So there is a pleasing symmetry in my returning to follow the paths that they laid down, even though my conclusions are quite different from theirs. Writers of their ability, discernment, and literary skill embellish and enlarge our understanding of a subject even when they are mistaken. In acknowledging this, perhaps it is a way of discharging the massive intellectual debt I owe to them both. The nature of that debt will become clear in the pages that follow.
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Chapter One


WHY THE WAR CAME, HOW IT WAS FOUGHT


In world history the rise of the United States to major power status was the greatest development of the nineteenth century. For the first, and surely the last, time a country was allowed to develop its resources and economy, and extend an urban network of towns and cities connected by railroads over a continent that was virtually untouched by the processes of Western civilization. The other remarkable development was that this unremitting growth was, thanks to great geographical distance, hardly interfered with by other nations more powerful than the United States. There was an important ideological dimension to these developments. The United States was the first unfettered experiment in republican democracy and her system was underpinned by a respect for the rule of law; the courts played an important role in American politics. Americans ostentatiously set their face against the corrupt and tyrannical European balance-of-power system, with its over-mighty and capricious monarchs, its huge armies, and its wicked and never-ending wars.


For the most part, the United States was isolated from the dangers posed by these predatory European powers. Only in 1798 and 1812–15 was her security directly threatened by them; though for both France and Great Britain in these years, American conflicts were a tiresome diversion from more important wars. Moreover, the United States was fortunate in her neighbors. The British colony of the Canadian Confederation to the north was huge, underpopulated, and weak. To the south lay the equally overextended and brittle republic of Mexico. For most of the nineteenth century many Americans believed it was inevitable that Canada would be absorbed by the United States. Some believed that Mexico would be swallowed up too. The United States saw herself as Great Britain’s legitimate heir to a dominant position in the Western Hemisphere, and a great imbalance of power existed in the Americas in her favor after 1783.1


In the very strength of this position lay weakness and tensions pregnant with civil disruption. The historical experience of the United States and her colonial heritage was considerably different from the other Latin American states that secured their independence by 1822. The former colonial territories of Spain and Portugal had been more centralized than Great Britain’s, and their resources more systematically plundered. The resulting states were more patriarchal and hierarchical; they were also much more oligarchical, with patronage being dispersed among the family networks of huge landowners. The Roman Catholic Church was a most powerful institution there.


The United States had certainly inherited an ambivalent republican outlook and her early years were characterized by controversy over the relative merits of centralization versus decentralization. Yet she developed a cohesive ideology based on freedom under the law and democratic rights. The Anglo-Saxon republic did not have to overcome the vexed question of legitimacy that so crippled the early development of many Latin American states. This pervasive idea of freedom was based on property rights and the operation of the free market. The spread of white universal male suffrage and a strict regulatory system of elections legitimized the aspirations expressed in the United States Constitution. In the years before 1840 the United States became more cohesive, while most Latin American states were on the verge of disintegration. Above all, the United States, because of its comparative stability, escaped the rule of the caudillo—the military dictator.2


Yet centrifugal forces were present in American society dating from independence. The American experiment in democracy was based on the assumption that the imbalance of power in North America should be maintained. For only by banishing all aspects of European colonialism from North America could the experiment be nurtured and secured. The removal of colonial influence demanded the expansion of the United States until it occupied territory of continental ocean-to-ocean dimensions. Under no circumstances could the United States tolerate European colonial expansion in North or Central America. Nor would she allow ambitious adventurers, such as Aaron Burr, to create a personal empire by detaching the western states from the Union with British support. If the great European powers expanded their Canadian foothold or regained new ones in North America, then the balance of power would return, American predominance would end, and the United States’ security would be endangered. But the drive for expansion would open up a ferocious debate over the character and destiny of this great continental state.3


In a country as huge as the United States, localism was a significant political factor. During the War of 1812 the New England states had already suffered disproportionately from the trade embargo announced by President Thomas Jefferson in 1807 and they were less than enthusiastic about the war. In December 1814 a constitutional convention of many New England states met at Hartford, Connecticut. This was a prudent if not timorous gathering. All delegates recoiled at the idea of secession and stressed local grievances. Timely action by President James Madison’s administration prevented the Hartford Convention from becoming more adventurous and radical. It lacked a burning issue around which discontent could fester; it lacked a network of sympathetic states to offer support (Vermont and New Hampshire refused to send delegates); and it lacked inspiring and courageous leaders.4


In short, in a country as comparatively stable as the United States, bereft of large armies and politically ambitious generals desiring to seize power by force, localism by itself was not as sufficient to provoke civil war as it was in Latin America.


There was one region in the United States that shared some of the characteristics of Latin America—the South. With the exception of John Adams, all American presidents before 1824 were from the South (indeed from Virginia). Before 1861 Southerners dominated American political institutions. The South was demarcated from other regions of the United States by its dependence on slave labor and its large population of black slaves. By 1819 there were already one and a half million slaves in the Southern states, worth more than $300 million, capital that could not be transferred into other investments. Between 1810 and 1860 the slave population increased by more than a factor of three, totaling 3,953,760. The future of the South was increasingly wrapped up in slavery. Slavery also appeared to be the most efficacious method of controlling race relations. Southern whites were terrified of the consequences of a slave rebellion—given point by the savage and successful Haitian slave rebellion in the 1790s. Yet the South set its face against the prevaling winds of Western liberal opinion, because by 1850 slavery only survived elsewhere in Brazil, Cuba, and Puerto Rico.5


Slavery was a regional issue around which discontent and anxiety could cluster. But to repeat: regionalism by itself need not be a cause of civil war. This was clear in the other crisis of the early republic—the nullification crisis (1831–33). South Carolina had the largest slave population of any state and her economy depended on the growing and export of cotton; her great planters resented deeply the tariff policy of the federal government that contributed to a rise in consumer prices, which kept their cotton prices expensive. White South Carolinians were also intensely sensitive at the slightest hint of “abolitionist” sentiment. Denmark Vesey’s slave conspiracy had been discovered in 1822 in Charleston and in 1831 William Lloyd Garrison had begun his abolitionist newspaper, the Liberator, in Massachusetts. The nullification crisis acts as a kind of initial snapshot of crude Southern secessionism. A powerful motive behind appeals for nullification of the federal tariff was that it would serve as a check to abolitionist influence without requiring a wholesale examination of the slavery issue.6


The South Carolina Association argued that the national government’s powers had been delegated by the states; the latter, preserving their sovereignty, retained reserve powers and thus could “nullify” any federal legislation that did not serve its interests. South Carolina’s greatest son, John C. Calhoun, then vice president of the United States, wrote a book entitled South Carolina Exposition and Protest (1828) that had developed an intricate theory of the tyranny of the majority. Calhoun asserted that the states should be given a right of veto over central government—they were “distinct and independent communities.” He acknowledged that a political defense would only delay the onset of some kind of conflict with the North. The main result of theories like Calhoun’s could be anarchy—and this instability slaveowners needed to avoid like the plague. Here was a contradiction that secessionists never resolved.


Nevertheless, Calhoun’s prolific writings served as a theoretical, constitutional interpretation of American politics and law that was employed to challenge the legitimacy of the federal government. This was a significant step toward civil war. It served as a cloak for secessionist ambitions. It also underlined an important rejection of Jacksonian democracy (this had a personal basis because Calhoun feuded with Andrew Jackson). Calhoun and his followers loathed the corruption of the “spoils system” (under which all federal appointments were filled by the president’s supporters to whom he owed favors), and disapproved of the increasing egalitarian tone of American democracy by 1828. These political changes were repellent to Calhoun; they were an affront to his deep-seated oligarchic instincts. “There is no instance on record,” he lamented, “of so sudden a degeneracy of a people as that of ours within the last twelve years.” He considered that presidential elections were the product of “a corrupt system” that was “founded on the abuse of the powers and patronage of the government.” Given Southern dissatisfaction, contention was “inevitable . . . for the system of plunder such as it is now was the most despicable of all governments.” The opinion became steadfast after 1830 that the South must maintain control of the federal government, despite her declining population and wealth vis-à-vis the North, or the result would be disastrous for Southern institutions, especially slavery. The South tolerated the distasteful business of “politics” so long as it served the interests of slavery. The clash over the tariff was a preliminary skirmish in this long battle.7


In November 1832 a South Carolina nullification convention decreed that the protective tariff would not be enforced in that state and threatened to secede should the federal government use force. Military measures were taken by President Andrew Jackson and Charleston Harbor was blockaded, but he lowered the tariff. On December 10 he issued his Nullification Proclamation. Five thousand stands of arms were dispatched to Unionist volunteers, his posse comitatus. Faced with Jackson’s belligerent actions, no other Southern state did anything to help South Carolina; it was completely isolated. The nullifiers could either launch an attack on the federal forces or give way with as much grace as could be mustered. With more prudence than would be displayed in 1861 the latter course was chosen. In March 1833 the ordinance of nullification was repealed.


The main lessons of the controversy were that the federal government could effectively over-awe individual, isolated states. Those who favored states’ rights believed that the Southern states should act in closer concert and, in Langdon Cheves’s words, guarantee “a measure of strength, almost certain of success.” Secessionist strength lay in numbers and cooperation. Civil war did not explode because the nullifiers were too weak, Jackson had kept them under unremitting pressure, and the nullifiers, for all their bluster, acted cautiously. South Carolina Unionism remained strong and vital.8


From about 1840 the Southern states began to develop a consistent proslavery ideology. This not only defended slavery, it argued that slavery was a positive good and provided a binding point of view around which the slave states could rally; but the South was not a monolithic unit. The strident, extreme defense of slavery and states’ rights that is associated with “the South” was really the clarion call of the Deep South. Thus the development of a Southern self-conscious sectional identity was by no means akin to a straight line on a graph. Indeed, the notion of Southern “separateness” has been greatly exaggerated, and is largely a post-1865 phenomenon. In particular, the attempt by some historians to explain Southern identity by its supposed “Celtic” character is shallow and unconvincing. It is the institution of slavery that marks out the South from other regions of the United States. Other distinguishing features include attempts to control freedom of thought and speech within the slave states, and the movement of ideas and publications from without. Increasingly, the South became a “closed system,” conservative and insular, passionately resisting the liberal currents of the age.9


As the South committed itself more fervently to slave agriculture, it raised the great question of the future character of the United States. The precise meaning conferred on the hallowed documents of the Founding Fathers, especially the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, was open to differing interpretations. “Freedom” to Southern slaveholders meant the unrestricted right to take their property (including their slaves) where they saw fit. “Freedom” to Northerners, among other things, meant a free economy, free labor, and free soil—so that virgin territories could be exploited by all, not just by a small, slaveowning oligarchy. This divergence of opinion was accentuated by the huge bounty of territory that followed the crushing American victory in the Mexican War (1846–48). A previous addition of territory, the Louisiana Purchase (1803), had given slavery a major boost by allowing it to expand into the fertile territories of the Mississippi basin. With the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848), at a cost of $15 million, the United States acquired half of Mexico—more than half a million square miles. What political and social system would dominate the settlement of this vast area, slavery or free labor?10


Slavery had been prohibited north of the Ohio River by the Northwest Ordinance of 1787. The Wilmot Proviso of 1846 attempted to extend this prohibition by declaring that “neither slavery nor involuntary servitude” could exist in these new territories seized from Mexico. The Missouri Compromise (1820) had laid down a hypothetical line of expansion through the territories carved out of the Louisiana Purchase, allowing slavery to dominate below lat. 36°30’, but free labor north of it. A further increase of territory offered a hypothetical expansion of slavery to the Pacific. The character of the new states being created was therefore a source of contention. The South demanded “compensation” for the entry in 1849 of California as a “free state.” Some Southern extremists threatened secession. The strife was ended by the Compromise of 1850. The South was compensated for California statehood by the Fugitive Slave Act that permitted slaveowners to retrieve their runaway property with the full support of Northern federal and state authorities.11


Although sectional controversies abated for several years (and secessionist candidates were defeated in the elections even in South Carolina), the compromise only amounted to a truce. It represented more a patching up of differences among politicians, not an allay of quarrels between peoples. War had not come in 1850 because no means existed whereby an alliance, or confederation, of the slave states could be forged. A Southern convention met at Nashville but this achieved little. The Compromise of 1850 revealed that all such political compacts with the slave states were based on a series of assumptions that were fundamentally proslavery. Its success also depended on the good behavior of Northern politicians and electorates. If these acquiesced to Southern designs, all would be well. But this did not happen.


The mood in the North after 1852 became increasingly hostile to slavery, and antislavery politics became more influential. After 1852 the Republican Party gradually took the place of the Whig Party and rose as the main opposition to the proslavery Democrats. The rise of this party had as much to do with ethnic and cultural tensions in the North as with slavery.12 It was a response to massive immigration to the Northern states that was having a significant influence on Northern behavior vis-à-vis the South and slavery. The two Democratic administrations of Franklin Pierce (1853–57) and James Buchanan (1857–61) followed a pro-Southern policy that attempted to defend the Compromise of 1850. But each legislative step that sought to eradicate the sectional issue once and for all only seemed to make it worse. The most significant step was the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 opening the settlement of territories above the line 36°30’; but the sponsor of this act, Illinois Senator Stephen A. Douglas, did not believe that slavery would expand because of “popular sovereignty”—the settlers would decide for themselves their social order, and slaveowners would always be in a minority. Northern outrage followed, for it opened up the possibility that slavery could be introduced into the territories. The Republican candidate, John C. Frémont, did respectably during the 1856 presidential election. Further controversy followed with the Dred Scott Decision (1857), in that the Supreme Court ruled that Congress had no power to forbid slavery in the territories, and Buchanan’s attempt to impose a proslavery constitution on Kansas in the same year. Violence broke out in Kansas, but its ferocity was greatly exaggerated in the press and public discourse.13


Then developments gave an impression of domestic crisis. The arbitrary and shocking use of the Fugitive Slave Act, with the connivance of federal authorities in a small number of highly publicized cases, seemed to lend credence to the notion of a creeping, insidious, and calculating “slave power” that was wriggling its tentacles around Northern liberties. It appeared likely that before too long the whole country would fall under the “slave power’s” tyrannical sway. Abraham Lincoln gave voice to these fears in his “House Divided” speech of 1857 and in his famous debates with Stephen A. Douglas in the Illinois senatorial election of 1858. The response of the South to the rise of a Northern sectional party that was determined to restrict slavery to its present confines, and allow no expansion into the territories, was to make greater demands on the political system while abdicating a national perspective on its problems. Southern leaders believed, quite erroneously, that they were confronted by legions of “abolitionists.” The tacit assumptions of the Compromise of 1850 had been abandoned by both sides.14


The result was the disintegration of the second party system (1828–60). During the presidential election of 1860 the Democratic Party, the last surviving national institution, split into two sectional halves. The Republican nominee, Abraham Lincoln, won both a plurality of the popular vote and a majority in the electoral college but took no states outside the North. The prime reason for the coming of the Civil War in 1861 was the Southern decision not to accept the majority verdict of the voters. The triumph of a Northern sectional party represented a major challenge to the proslavery consensus that had developed in the early 1850s; it also summoned up a specter of Republicanism actually organizing in the South, a threat to the “closed system” that quashed any criticism of slavery, however guarded. Where the two-party system had most completely collapsed, in the Deep South mainly, secessionist fervor advanced most rapidly. The secessionist crisis quickly followed. Separatism does not bring war but secession invariably does. The manner in which the crisis evolved also made war more than likely. There was no agreed Southern plan, policy, organization, or design. The disaffected states introduced an uncoordinated series of unilateral state ordinances of secession. Each greatly increased state armaments. The final crisis was detonated by the secession of South Carolina in December 1860, followed over the next two months by Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, Georgia, Florida, and Texas. Four other states, Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas, where some semblance of the two-party system survived and where Unionism persisted, held back. An important theme in secessionist controversy in all the future Confederate states was a rejection of “politics” and the consolidation of the power of the “best” elements in Southern political life, the planter oligarchy.15


Secession was based ultimately on force.16 Force and secession march hand in hand in managing a highly successful and aggressive coup d’état. The South was the aggressor. The seceded states seized all federal military installations, except for forts Sumter and Moultrie (abandoned on December 26, 1860) in Charleston Harbor, and Fort Pickens in Pensacola, Florida. This aggression provided a classic confrontation between the two sides. The secessionist government of the seven seceded states then sat at Montgomery, Alabama, and elected Jefferson Davis as its provisional president on February 9, 1861. The fledgling Confederate government was determined to acquire the unseized forts at the earliest opportunity and had a remarkably casual attitude toward the use of force, compared with the agonized one currently prevailing in Washington, DC. In his inaugural address, Abraham Lincoln disavowed any aggressive acts. Lincoln sought to defuse the crisis by reprovisioning Fort Sumter and warning the Confederates beforehand that he was going to do so. Before the victuals arrived on April 12, 1861, President Davis ordered the bombardment of Fort Sumter. Perhaps Davis calculated that the North would be intimidated by this move; if so, he miscalculated gravely. The casus belli was an unprovoked attack on the fort itself, and not an attempt to repulse the forces seeking to relieve the beleaguered garrison.


The American Civil War shared with other nineteenth-century wars the feature that the actual conflict was ignited by the side standing on the defensive. Precise military calculations had no influence on the decision to go to war for the simple reason that President Lincoln had virtually no forces to command. The tiny regular army of about sixteen thousand men had to be supplemented by the state militias. On April 15 Lincoln issued a proclamation calling upon the state governors to provide the manpower necessary to restore the Union. The governors of Virginia, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Arkansas refused to be a party to the “coercion” of their sister slave states and approved secession ordinances; the first two thus placed themselves in the immediate firing line. Although it was a response to flagrant aggression, Lincoln’s proclamation was the single act that triggered off a great conflict. Yet by its belligerent stance during the Sumter crisis, the Confederacy had guaranteed that Northern opinion would be galvanized to crush its attempt at independence.17


The political issues that gave rise to the war are important in understanding its scope and character. Although much predicted, the crisis that led to the outbreak of war dated only from November 1860. Two important features immediately presented themselves: Northern politicians had not believed Southern threats of secession and were unprepared for war. A high measure of improvisation was demanded. Indeed, the South had to start from scratch. All parties, moreover, believed that the war would be short. To a significant degree, some believed that “war” in any organized sense would be unnecessary to bring the conflict to an end. There was little appreciation of the strength of secessionist feeling. Many Northerners assumed that Unionism would reassert itself once Southerners realized the extremities of the dangers to which the Confederacy was exposing herself. The initial strategic problem with which the North had to come to terms was that its task was not just to arrest an unlawful combination of ranting politicians but to suppress a sullen and resentful people. This imperative was rather obscured when in May 1861 the Confederacy moved its capital to Richmond, Virginia. The Confederate Congress agreed to meet there on July 20. This was but a hundred miles from Washington and offered the opportunity for a rapid strike at the impertinent rebels by the federal army. Once Richmond was occupied and this rebellious body incarcerated, it was widely believed, the rebellion would be over.


There was an initial reluctance to accept that the conflict was broader than this simple formula. The South demanded nothing less than the recognition of its independence. The longer the Confederacy survived, the greater the likelihood that such an acceptance would be forthcoming. The North had to be persuaded that the immense effort required to subjugate the South was futile and debilitating. Foreign powers were to be encouraged to intervene and deliver the beleaguered Confederacy. The North, in turn, had realized before the firing on Fort Sumter that the easiest way to strike at the South was by a gigantic interdict: a naval blockade covering a coastline of 3,500 miles and demanding an expansion of the US Navy from 40 ships and 7,600 officers and men to 671 ships and 51,000 men. Such were the two halves of the strategic circle that grew out of the political issues that provoked the war and contributed to the deadlock and attrition that would shape it. The finely weighed calculations and optimistic hopes of politicians were shattered. Passions were heightened; for both sides could only justify the immense slaughter by bringing the war to a successful conclusion. Hence the desire to strike at the very foundations of Southern war-making capacity; slowly the North committed itself to extirpating slavery and destroying the social cohesion of Southern plantation agriculture. As Ohio Senator John Sherman (Republican) assured his brother, William, “However, delay, defeat or a much longer continuance in the barbarity of rebel warfare will prepare the public mind in the North for a warfare that will not scruple to avail itself of every means of subjugation.”18


There were a number of striking geographical factors that influenced grand strategy. The immensity of the theater of war was inescapable and could not be reduced by naval power, except down the Mississippi River and its tributaries. By European standards the communications available for coordinating forces over immense distances were primitive—there were few and inadequate roads and a paucity of canals. The telegraph was an important aid but had distinct limitations, not least that its lines could be cut. There was an abundance of low wooded country and the population was thinly diffused. All of these factors might have appeared to favor the spread of guerrilla warfare, though this brutal form of warfare never became crucial to either side. Railroads and railroad junctions, such as Manassas, Chattanooga, and Atlanta, were to acquire an immense strategic importance. Yet initially the focus was on the vicinity around Washington. Politicians are always inclined to view the world as revolving around their expostulations and institutions, and so it was in 1861. The geographic proximity of Washington and Richmond hypnotized decision makers. Strategic matters in the West were neglected unless they forced politicians to pay attention to them. The overriding preoccupation was with the security of Washington, DC.19


Historian Geoffrey Blainey has argued that a belief in a short war is a reflection of confidence in an overwhelming material superiority. In terms of material strength the North had a preponderant advantage. The total Northern population, including Kansas and the states on the Pacific shore, was 18,907,753 compared with that of 8,726,644 in the Confederate states. But this latter figure included over 3,900,000 slaves who in 1861–62 were not considered suitable material for soldiers. In the vital category of white men of military age (fifteen to forty years old) the North could draw upon a population of 4,000,000 while the South had only a quarter of that figure, 1,100,000. The margin of industrial production was even greater. The individual value of industrial goods produced by the states of Pennsylvania and New York was double the entire production of all the Confederate States. A striking indication of this is revealed by the number of locomotives built by the South in the year ending June 1, 1860: 19; the North: 451.20 Predictions that a war is likely to be short are based on three main propositions. First, they rely heavily on faith in economic resources, especially financial prosperity. The South, despite the paucity of its resources, was buoyed up by the expectation that a Confederacy would inaugurate a new age of free trade with Europe, transforming Charleston into another New York. In the North financial strength conferred faith that the South could be defeated without much effort. The secretary of the treasury, Salmon P. Chase, took pleasure in informing Lincoln on April 2, 1861, that as bids for federal loans were oversubscribed four times, “All this shows decided improvement on finances and will gratify you.”21


Second, both the North and the South believed they had right on their side. One claimed they were defending the Union against the depredations of traitors; the other that they were the true heirs of George Washington and asserting just (and legal) Southern rights. A sense of moral ascendancy was important here. The Times correspondent William Howard Russell recorded a number of conversations with Southerners who asserted “that the white men in the slave States are physically superior to the men in the free States; and indulged in curious theories in morals and physics to which I was a stranger.” He noted, moreover, a curious insistence that moral superiority in war was proven by instances of duels and personal confrontations with Northerners in Congress; the caning of Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner by a South Carolina congressman in 1857 was an especially comforting example, “as the type of affairs of this kind between the two sides.” Southerners assumed that their manliness and courage was greater than that of Northerners. Many Northerners agreed that this was so, believing that their martial prowess had been sapped by an undue preoccupation with business.22


Third, groups who are confident in their cause usually expect success to come rapidly. Both sides tended to assume that victory in battle and victory in war were synonymous. Here it might be pointed out with profit in contradistinction to the usual generalization that Americans are excessively passionate in the conduct of their wars and too prone to transform them into crusading ventures, that most Americans have entered them—especially in the nineteenth century—thinking they would be short. Their expansion into brutal, ideological wars to the finish, what Clausewitz called “absolute wars,” was as much a product of disillusion with initial failures as from any inherent penchant for crusading. At the outset, most politicians were imbued with optimism. Edwin M. Stanton informed John A. Dix of his faith in early success. “Nor indeed do I think hostilities will be so great an evil as many apprehend. A round or two often serves to restore harmony; and the vast consumption required by a state of hostilities, will enrich rather than impoverish the North.”23


Turning from strategy to operations, the main problem that both sides faced was coping with a war of mass involvement. As in the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, the ranks were filled with enthusiastic amateurs who were prepared for action with the minimum of drill and training. This was consistent with the American military tradition that placed immense faith in the “natural genius” of the American people, and deprecated military discipline as “artificial” and detrimental to that genius and precious, democratic rights. President Lincoln is often criticized for asking for “only” seventy-five thousand men for three months in his Proclamation of April 15, 1861. But it is often forgotten that this was a huge number of men for the time and also that many Northern politicians believed that the Civil War would resemble the rebellions of the eighteenth century, like Shays’s Rebellion in Massachusetts (1786) or the Whiskey Rebellion in Pennsylvania (1794).


Improvising an army would therefore be a short-term problem. The regular United States Army was tiny. In 1860 it consisted of 16,215 men (1,080 officers and 15,135 enlisted men). Of the officers, 313 resigned their commissions to go with the Southern states. The response to Lincoln’s call was overwhelming. The summons had been governed by the Militia Act of 1792 that placed control of the militia in the hands of the states. The volunteers could be raised from out of the militia regiments but recruitment more often arose from spontaneous gatherings of those eager to serve, who elected their own officers and noncommissioned officers (NCOs). The raising of an army was inhibited by the fact that Congress was not sitting; thanks to the organized volunteer companies, they provided Lincoln with what Russell F. Weigley terms a “stop gap” army. These men certainly did not lack enthusiasm. Lincoln’s April 15 proclamation raised 91,816 men. With further calls for volunteers on May 3 for 42,034 volunteers to serve for three years, by July 1, 1861, Lincoln’s first secretary of war, Simon Cameron, was able to state that 310,000 men were in uniform in 208 regiments, of which 153 were in active service. The Union armies continued to grow. In his message to Congress on July 4 the president asked for four hundred thousand volunteers for three years, and Congress increased it to half a million. The day after the Union defeat at Manassas (Bull Run) in July 1861, a bill for a further five hundred thousand volunteers was hastily passed. Thus within three months of the firing on Fort Sumter, contrary to Southern allegations, the Union had shown admirable pertinacity and raised an army of a million men. By August 3 the US War Department could reveal that 485,640 three-year volunteers were in arms in 418 regiments of infantry, 31 of cavalry, and 10 of artillery.24


A growth of an army by twenty-seven times its original size invariably leads to severe administrative strains. Each state had to provide a certain quota of recruits, and often the first wave of enthusiasm wore off. Various payments, or bounties, were made to tempt the men to join. The states were ultimately responsible for recruiting and this was the province of the state governor. The federal government took over responsibility for clothing and equipping the men. At any rate, that was the theory. More often, the states, private individuals, and groupings, such as the Philadelphia Committee of Public Safety, paid for or purchased weapons. The North had 457,660 muskets and rifles available in 1861; 120,000 of these were appropriated by the South (which already had 300,000 firearms distributed among the militia). The federal arsenals at Spring-field and Harpers Ferry only produced 22,000 weapons a year. The deficit was made up by extensive purchasing abroad. The North bought 726,705 muskets and rifles by November 1862, mainly from Great Britain, on which it also relied for the import of saltpeter, crucial for the production of gunpowder. It also acquired 30,788 rifles, 31,210 carbines, and 86,607 pistols from American firms. The federal arsenals increased their levels of production by ten fold. Almost 1,700,000 weapons were produced by them before April 1865.


The South, too, was active in the purchasing market. She managed to buy 200,000 weapons in various European countries despite strenuous Northern efforts to stop her, and another 150,000 were captured in the field by her troops. It was in the organization of its manpower that the Confederacy showed itself superior. It was fighting to create a new nation and thus for its very existence; high stakes demanded drastic measures. In March 1861 the Confederate Congress voted for an army of 100,000 volunteers for one year. This was increased to 400,000 for three years in July. In April 1862 conscription was introduced for white men between eighteen and thirty-five years of age (although exceptions were introduced later). This legislation allowed the Confederacy to retain its original volunteers for the duration of the war. It was decisive in providing strong, enthusiastic armies in 1862 that were to attain those victories that permitted the Confederacy to survive the crisis of April–July 1862. The draft produced 300,000 soldiers, or one third of the Confederate total, a splendid achievement for a country of about 5.5 million whites. The argument, frequently reiterated, that the North was more efficient and more “modern” in its organization, is greatly overdone. As for the North, so confident was the new secretary of war, Edwin M. Stanton, that enough men had been raised to defeat the South, that on April 3, 1862, he closed the recruiting offices.25


The provision of heavy weapons was a greater problem. In 1861 there were only 163 cannons fit for service. Yet American industry, both Northern and Southern, rose to the challenge of equipping sizeable armies with the appropriate quantity of artillery. When Major General George B. McClellan set out on his Peninsular campaign in April 1861 the Army of the Potomac could field three guns per thousand men; in the Gettysburg campaign it rose to four guns per thousand men. In 1861–65 Northern foundries produced 7,892 field guns and howitzers. The Southern achievement, given its paucity of industrial resources, was even more impressive. In May 1861 the Confederate Congress voted $4,440,000 for ordnance, including sixteen batteries of six guns each. The Confederacy‘s chief ordnance officer, a renegade Pennsylvanian named Josiah Gorgas, was an administrator of drive and foresight. Between October 1862 and November 1863 his bureau had fielded 677 guns. During the Gettysburg campaign, Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia was no whit inferior to the federal forces in artillery, enjoying 3.4 guns per thousand men. In 1864–65 the Army of Northern Virginia had 240 guns, with 5 guns per brigade, and 20 guns per division of cavalry. Gorgas also experimented with technical innovations, such as the Bormann fuse. This was bitterly criticized as overly elaborate, but the problem lay with inexperienced or poorly trained gunners, and the Confederate artillery returned to cruder but simpler fuses. Confederate gunpowder was subject to constant scrutiny and attempts at improvement.26


The result was that Union and Confederate armies enjoyed a provision of artillery comparable to European armies. French artillerists were of the opinion that two guns per thousand men was the bare minimum for a force of one hundred thousand men. Lee believed in 1864 that European armies fielded three guns per thousand men, and that therefore he should be sent 395 guns. Gorgas proposed that he should receive one gun per five hundred men. During the Franco–Prussian War the Prussians deployed 3.5 guns per thousand, which was comparable to Lee’s provision in 1863, although this had declined by 1864. The major technical development was the rifled cannon, which improved range and effectiveness. The striking feature of the Civil War, despite its many sieges, was the complete absence of elaborate, scientific siegecraft. During the siege of Sebastopol in the Crimea (1855–56) the British artillery alone fired 252,640 heavy shells. No American bombardment in the Civil War compared with this. Furthermore, the lack of a siege train or many heavy weapons prevented the Confederacy from taking full advantage of its first victory at Manassas (Bull Run) in July 1861 and seizing Washington, DC. Thus although levels of improvisation were impressive, lack of preparation ensured that the rapid decisive victory that both sides expected to win was beyond the resources of both sides, especially the South.27


The overwhelming military reality was that the scale and intensity of the war took both North and South completely by surprise. Consequently, commanders on both sides were mentally and professionally unprepared for its demands. The major obstacle they had to overcome, in the first two years of the war at least, was to adjust their thoughts to the right level of military activity. A man who is an energetic and capable commander of a regiment may procrastinate and fumble in command of a corps. The Confederate corps commander, Lieutenant General Richard S. Ewell, declared that the United States Military Academy at West Point taught officers of the “old army” everything they needed to know about commanding a company of fifty dragoons on the western plains against the Cheyenne Indians, but nothing else. For budding commanders, transcending this experience was a paramount need. Some, like Lee and Thomas J. Jackson, succeeded quickly. Ambrose E. Burnside, commanding a brigade at First Manassas, behaved like a regimental commander and was never at ease commanding armies, even though he was marginally more effective commanding a corps. It was hardly surprising that generals found this process arduous, as the prewar course at West Point on strategy and the art of war lasted no more than a week; the keen cadet could supplement this meager mental refreshment by joining informal gatherings like the Napoleon Club.28


The only soldier alive in America who had commanded forces of any size was Brevet Lieutenant General Winfield Scott. He had led fourteen thousand men from the port of Vera Cruz, fought a number of battles en route, and had taken Mexico City in 1847. Scott had thus waged a skillful campaign in the mountains, far distant from his base, relying heavily on maneuver. His favorite expedient was a turning movement that drove the Mexicans from their strong positions. Scott’s aims were modest; it was not in his interest either to attempt to destroy the Mexican army or wreak havoc on the local population, which would thus stimulate passionate resistance, when his own small army (though by American standards it was large) was so precariously placed. In any case, such restrained, disciplined modes of attack were in line with his own personal preferences. Despite this, Scott’s generalship had much more in common with the campaigns of British generals, like Sir Garnet Wolseley, who were skilled in “colonial” warfare than it did with the celebrated European generals that United States historians are wont to compare him. To describe him as “old-fashioned” is inaccurate. Scott’s generalship was limited by the political imperatives that were so important in colonial warfare, and to which the successful commander must respond sensitively. He was not attempting to put into practice the academic precepts of a European theorist, like Jomini, who had studied the great campaigns of Turenne, Saxe, or Napoleon. In 1846–48, Scott was indifferently acquainted with these theories.29


It is a curious feature of Civil War historiography that historians assume it is axiomatic that the conduct of military operations in this war can and must be linked to a body of military thought. As American military theorists are conspicuous in their absence before Alfred Thayer Mahan, the prime candidates are Baron Jomini and Carl von Clausewitz, two of the greatest European theorists. Historians have attempted to make tenuous links between the generalship displayed in 1861–65 and these eminent writers, and such efforts have been misleading. Not only did historians of the post-1945 years show limited knowledge of their theories, they assumed that any link between military thought and practice was demonstrable and that when such links exist, they must have their source in some theoretical work. Given the massive need for improvisation in the Civil War, the greatly underdeveloped state of strategic studies in America before 1861, and the undereducated and inexperienced state of American higher commanders, a deep knowledge of European military thought was unlikely. Even where it did exist, it is doubtful whether theoretical considerations were more important than those relating to geography or the enemy’s position. There is nothing more difficult in military history than to attempt to prove that military theory has influenced generalship. This has not discouraged Civil War historians who leap on any coincidence to demonstrate labels and false compartmentalization.30


The plain fact of the matter is that in war the number of solutions presented to any commander are not great. Armies are just crowds of men on which varying degrees of discipline are imposed. They attempt to block the passage of the enemy by maintaining a cohesive line supported by weaponpower that will either refuse to let the enemy pass, or force the enemy to give way so that their own objectives may be attained. Maintaining organization is integral to success in war because without it armies will dissolve, unable to maintain that cohesive front that makes the regulation of armed force possible. The means to destroy that organization in the enemy’s ranks are sought by all generals, whatever expedients they adopt. It is usually found by getting behind the enemy where he is both physically unprotected and psychologically most vulnerable.31 This has been realized since antiquity. Caesar wrote of the crisis at the height of the siege of Alesia in 52 BCE, that his men “were unnerved, too, by the shouts they could hear behind them as they fought, that indicated that their lives were not in their own hands, but depended on the bravery of others. It is nearly always invisible dangers that are most terrifying.”32


At the operational level there are only two ways of achieving this, by envelopment or by penetration. Nineteenth-century warfare was two dimensional. Generals could only see what could be observed from the ground. Experiments with balloons in 1862 were not successful. Commanders tried to seize high ground or tall buildings from which they could observe the enemy. After Gettysburg the Union commander, George G. Meade, could not see the Confederate position because of heavy rain and a pall of smoke.33 The enemy’s army could be defeated by equating force with space in a given period of time; the latter is maximized by mobility. If the most force is placed on the enemy’s side—his flanks—then he can be enveloped. This is either of a single flank or both—but Civil War armies were usually not large enough to effect a double envelopment. Ulysses S. Grant only attained a double envelopment of Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia in the last week of the war, when it was on the verge of collapse.


The alternative is penetration. The enemy’s front is broken by a direct frontal assault. His flanks are pinned by feints and the main strength is thrown at his center in the attempt to shatter it in the shortest period of time. This is the crudest and most direct method of assaulting the enemy, but it does have the advantage of allowing the greatest concentration of force at the enemy’s decisive point; its corresponding disadvantage is that the enemy can concentrate his strongest force against the attacker, because the defender knows the direction of the attack. There is, of course, no artificial barrier between these two operational forms and most campaigns of the Civil War, like Lee’s Pennsylvania campaign of 1863, are blends of both forms. Such important variables as logistics, weapon-power, and reconnaissance determine how the campaigns evolve. Detailed consideration will be given to how these factors influenced the war in the chapters that follow.


Winfield Scott’s campaigns in Mexico in 1847 revealed some excellent examples of how envelopments could be organized under more difficult terrain than that faced by most Civil War commanders. Yet Civil War generals encountered problems he did not face. The first was control of large armies. The Army of the Potomac in the Virginia theater usually numbered in excess of one hundred thousand men, and the Army of the Tennessee in the Mississippi basin, usually more than eighty thousand men. Scott’s army was only about a tenth of the size of the Army of the Potomac. The other army deployed in Mexico, that of Zachary Taylor in the north, was only half the size of Scott’s. It was initially four to six thousand men strong, although by August–September 1846 it had been increased to almost fifteen thousand. But moving forces of this size was such a challenge to American generals and their staffs that Taylor adopted the expedient of breaking up his force into four columns, each separated by a day’s march.34 This is testimony to the intellectual and moral challenge faced by Civil War generals a generation later with forces ten and twenty times the size of the armies of 1846–47.


The second problem was defensive firepower. Mexican soldiers, though individually brave, were poorly motivated, had little sense of regimental cohesion, and were indifferently equipped. Even in the hardest fought battles, such as Zachary Taylor’s victory at Buena Vista which took place over two days, February 22–23, 1847, US casualties were only 750. This kind of experience confirmed the antebellum idée fixe that warfare consisted of much picturesque movement and histrionic gesture in which the enemy did little but obligingly depart from his position at the earliest opportunity. War was seen as a chess match or a sport, a test to enhance personal and family reputation; soldiers were viewed as “warriors” rather than organizers and managers, a curious contradiction considering that organizational skills are one of the main American contributions to generalship. The challenge was thus twofold. When they discovered that war was more than just running about and that the enemy stayed in place, generals had to concentrate their thoughts on how to organize attacks in face of the rifled musket and rifle, and sustain their own morale when casualties by American standards were so unexpectedly high. Any risky operation, such as an envelopment, needed even more resolution than in Mexico in 1847 because of the obstinacy and defensive strength of the enemy. This made even greater moral demands on the commander. We should never forget the immense psychological strain on commanding generals, to which many in the Civil War succumbed. Furthermore, as Captain Cyril Falls reminds us, “military history affords more examples of failure through over-caution than of failure through excessive boldness.” The Civil War certainly confirms the wisdom of this assertion.35


Speed of maneuver was (and remains) essential. Therefore at the operational level roads and road junctions were of supreme importance. This is especially true in warfare that, as in Virginia, was waged in woods and forests. The essence of a Napoleonic envelopment, the maneuver à la derrière, was to strike at the enemy’s rear and force him to fight for his lines of communication and then to seize control of them. This would be achieved by fighting a decisive battle, or at any rate one of signal importance, with the main body of the enemy’s forces. In 1861 virtually all consulted believed that the Civil War would be brought to an end by a single decisive battle. It has become a commonplace of Civil War historiography that a decisive battle was a chimera impossible to attain under Civil War conditions. It has been assumed, often rather casually, that because American generals failed to secure decisive military victories, they were impossible to attain. But failure is not a convincing guarantee that the original quest was misguided or insuperable.


Clearly the rise of levels of firepower complicated the operational level and tactics, but it did not render the decisive battle impossible to attain; because Civil War generals did not attain it until December 1864 at the earliest does not mean it was unattainable. Whether it would have had the political consequences attributed to it is, however, quite another matter. Yet as a test of technical, operational art it was by no means impossible. In the first instance levels of firepower, especially in 1862–63, were exaggerated. The attacker could be driven from the battlefield in panic with his cohesion and organization completely smashed, as at the two battles of Manassas (Bull Run). A decisive victory was possible but it demanded much of generalship. First, the general should control his subordinates and they must be imbued with his aim, which should be thoroughly understood; reserves should be distributed with the pursuit in mind; thought should be given to the pursuit before the battle began, and not as it ended; the troops should not be asked to do too much, otherwise they would be exhausted prematurely; the timing of the decisive strokes needed to be carefully managed; and the topography should have been carefully surveyed—for instance, the seizure of the bridge over the Bull Run should have been a prime objective. In the battles of the Civil War some of these factors were operative, but not all, and the reasons for this will be discussed below.36


Battles form a sequence in a campaign and campaigns fit into the strategic view. All of these elements must be integrated if the war is to have efficacy. Therefore, to conclude this chapter, the question must be posed: what military strategic alternatives presented themselves? Hans Delbrück, as interpreted by J. F. C. Fuller, argued that there are two strategic forms: the strategy of annihilation and the strategy of exhaustion or attrition. These two forms need to be carefully distinguished because they are derived from the two types of war, limited and unlimited. As Fuller reminds us, “in the first the aim is the decisive battle, in the second battle is but one of several means, such as maneuver, economic attack, political persuasion and propaganda, whereby the political end is attained.”37 In Civil War historiography these two forms have become confused and muddled up. The Union initially sought to deploy a strategy of annihilation but ended up, mainly because of frustration, failure, and the strength of Confederate resistance, to resorting to a strategy of exhaustion. Both means sought the complete defeat of the Confederacy, but the latter involved much more far-reaching social and political consequences.


It has been argued that the South should have resorted to a defensive strategy that would have made the most effective use of the Confederate assets of time and space, especially the latter, and exhausted the North’s will to continue the war. Whether this was politically acceptable to the parts of the Confederacy about to be given up is less adequately explained away. The South certainly enjoyed the advantage of “interior lines,” one of Jomini’s favorite nostrums. This may be compared in operations to the inside, as opposed to the outside, lane of a running track. Those on the “inside” move greater distances in less time. Interior lines clearly accord an advantage, ruthlessly exploited by Napoleon, when armies are dependent on long marches and therefore rely on muscle power. Yet, even in the first phase of any war, interior lines are not a universal panacea that guarantees success. Technological change, the strategic use of railroads, greatly reduced the interior lines’ advantage in the American Civil War. Indeed, if anything, the possession of interior lines points to the fundamental problem faced by the Confederacy. Even if her armies won victories in the field how could these be transformed into strategic success and the war won? Captain Falls observes sensibly that “interior lines afford opportunities for defeating the enemy piece-meal with force of inferior strength; but, on the other hand, do not promise such decisive victory as operations on exterior lines when pushed home until the enemy is enveloped.” This was the eventual fate of the Confederacy. So it is to the first phase of the war, and these intractable strategic dilemmas, that we must now turn.38
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Chapter Two


THE FIRST PHASE


APRIL 1861 TO MARCH 1862


The questions demanding answers when civil war broke out were twofold. What was the war about? How could it be brought to an end? They were easy to ask, rather more difficult to answer. Many assumed that one strategic act would be sufficient to bring the war to an end. But the federal government was totally unprepared for the challenge. During the secession crisis Congress had passed provision for the construction of seven new sloops, which would attempt to collect customs dues at sea. There had been discussion of overhauling the Militia Act of 1795. Impassioned debate focused around its allusion to powers to “disperse hostile combinations” and whether this referred to the general suppression of rebellion. A bill designed to sweep away this ambiguity was debated on a number of occasions but never allowed by secessionist sympathizers to come to the vote. This was the full extent of mobilization before April 1861. The federal government could not deter war because it had no power to do so.1


Efforts to increase federal military power had been hamstrung by the need to avoid giving the impression that the North would “coerce” the seceded slave states. If this was done it might provoke the secession of the upper South, Virginia, North Carolina, Arkansas, and Tennessee. Perhaps the border states, Maryland, Delaware, Kentucky, and Missouri, would follow; if the first was lost, Washington, DC, would be rendered untenable. The firing on Fort Sumter and the issue of Lincoln’s Proclamation of April 15 resulted in the loss of the upper South, which refused to provide troops and assist in the coercing of their sister slave states. The loss of Virginia and Tennessee was a blow to the Union and a corresponding gain for the Confederacy, adding greatly to its viability as an independent nation-state. But preparation for war was now possible without the earlier constraints.


The gravity of the crisis highlighted the issue of what the war was actually to be fought over. All except the abolitionists and radical Republicans believed that the war was first and foremost to restore the Union. The Confederate government was to be dismantled, its armies dispersed and the Southern states brought back into the Union without any change in the existing race relations. Military action had been resorted to because American political mechanisms had broken down. The president, Abraham Lincoln, admitted that he was “naturally anti-slavery” but he hurried to qualify his belief. “Yet,” he continued, “I have never understood that the presidency conferred upon me an unrestricted right to act officially on this judgment and feeling.” Although Senator Charles Sumner on the morning of April 15 urged Lincoln to abolish slavery through his war powers, in his proclamation the president did not mention it. He simply reassured Americans North and South that, in undertaking military operations, “the utmost care will be observed . . . to avoid any devastation, any destruction of or interference with, property or any disturbance of peaceful citizens in any part of the country.” If the Lincoln administration indicated any desire to interfere with property rights in the states, the acquiescence of the border states in their allegiance to the Union—in Kentucky’s case an ambiguous declaration of “neutrality”—could be hazarded.2


Strategy is framed by war aims. Yet stating overall aims did not lessen the problem of how the federal government was going to restore its writ in the Southern states. It had yet to take full advantage of the great wave of popular support and enthusiasm to organize its military power. On July 22, 1861, the House of Representatives passed a resolution supporting the president’s position. The Senate, three days later, resolved that the war was “not for the purpose of overthrowing or interfering with the rights of established institutions of those [seceded] states” but to preserve the Union and its laws, and it affirmed, “as soon as these objects are accomplished the war ought to cease.” These were the Crittenden-Johnson Resolutions. Their sponsors, one from Kentucky and the other from Tennessee, were the voices of moderate border state and upper South Unionism. The Crittenden-Johnson Resolutions were designed as a tactical ploy to support the administration and its view of war aims. But they were dependent on early success against the Southern Confederacy. If Northern arms faltered, then calls for more severe measures would become not just strident, but persuasive. Indeed, after the failures of the first six months of the war, the House of Representatives voted by a clear Republican majority not to reaffirm its support for the resolutions.3


These political moves underline Clausewitz’s argument that a tendency toward greater and greater levels of violence in war is dependent on the duration of a conflict and the competition of various interest groups who have different ideas of what the war is about. The longer the Civil War lasted the stronger became the case of elements in the Republican Party—generically known as “radicals”—who demanded more ambitious war aims and harsher war measures. In any case, once federal armies moved onto Southern soil and encountered runaway slaves, and they realized the extent to which the Southern war economy was dependent on slavery-based plantation agriculture, the more difficult it became to maintain limited war aims which left slavery untouched.


Radical war aims were already having an effect within a month of the outbreak of the war. Major General Benjamin F. Butler at Fortress Monroe in Virginia declared all slaves who entered his lines as “contraband of war.” He justified his action on military grounds. So did Major General John C. Frémont in Missouri, who emancipated all slaves in that state on August 30, 1861, as a way of striking back at Confederate irregular forces. Lincoln was angry with Frémont because his unilateral proclamation was an infringement of the president’s war powers, and it was revoked. Yet the measure had gained a significant amount of approbation. George Templeton Strong for instance, who was hardly a radical, wrote in his diary, it “looks like war in earnest, at last,” but his enthusiasm was premature. Lincoln’s first strategic priority was maintaining the loyalty of the border states. “To lose Kentucky,” he warned, “is nearly the same as to lose the whole game.” Yet this whole episode illustrated how limited war aims could only be maintained if military success was complete and came quickly.4


All military campaigns are the product of the political environment that spawn them. It is natural for political pressures, constraints, and irritations to shape the plans, aspirations, and hopes of commanders in the field. In 1861 that political environment was riven by doubts and anxieties. All politicians agreed only on one thing: that the war should and could be brought to an end quickly. Most agreed that this should be achieved with a minimum of force and destruction. Others were more doubtful, but still thought that punitive and rapid action would crush the Confederacy quickly. But could rapid action and complete victory be reconciled with the use of minimum force? How much was “minimum”? The Confederacy was a huge area, was such a scheme practicable? There was a contradiction lying at the heart of these debates. Lincoln would soon learn after taking office that there was an abundance of advice and no shortage of men determined to thrust their views on him, but there was a great shortage of knowledge about war.


The result was that strategic debate, or what passed for strategic debate, took two directions simultaneously and this reflected political ambivalence. During the secession crisis the general-in-chief, Winfield Scott, wrote to the secretary of state, William H. Seward, that physical conquest of the Confederacy was possible but would require an army of “300,000 disciplined men,” and this would need training. “The destruction of life would be frightful—however perfect the moral discipline of the invaders.” The members of Lincoln’s cabinet agreed with Scott’s emphasis on “moral discipline,” for this reinforced a view that a way could be found to wage war without actually engaging in any fighting. Conservatives like the attorney general, Edward Bates, agreed that Scott’s approach gave “the least occasion for social and servile war, in the extreme southern states, and to disturb as little as possible the accustomed conditions of the people.” Hence blockade was favored as “the easiest, cheapest, and most humane method of restoring those States and developing their Confederation.” He doubted whether high-spirited and highly strung Southerners had either the patience or obstinacy to withstand “the steady and persistent pressure which we can easily impose and which they have no means to resist.” Should more dramatic “bold and warlike” action be required, then Bates advocated seizing ports on the margins of the Confederacy, such as New Orleans.5


This attitude provided the political context for the composition of the Anaconda Plan in May 1861. This document, in so far as it exists as a cogent, integral statement, was an extended version of Scott’s gloomy and pessimistic advice rendered during the secession crisis. The Anaconda Plan was an attempt to develop a strategy of exhaustion on a large scale. Scott aimed “to envelop the insurgent states and bring them to terms with less bloodshed than by any other plan.” The plan itself was not a coherent, conceptual document but was developed in a series of letters exchanged with Major General George B. McClellan, then commander of the Department of Ohio. It was also a rejection of oversimplified, overly ambitious sweeps on the map with which officers of McClellan’s generation, who had no experience of high command, were prone to indulge themselves, aping the Napoleonic manner (P. G. T. Beauregard was another) while ignoring logistics, training, and the ability of the troops to carry out their tasks. Scott enjoyed a great advantage over commanders such as these, who were still captains playing at being generals. To think and act like a general, not like a colonel, still less a subaltern or captain, was the principal challenge facing the commanders of the American Civil War at this stage of the conflict.


Whereas McClellan advocated surging drives up the Kanawha Valley to Richmond, Scott urged the necessity of water transport. Having launched an amphibious operation himself in 1847 with the object of seizing Vera Cruz during the Mexican War, Scott immediately grasped the signal advantage of Union naval power, allowing it a projection of military force down the Mississippi, “enveloping them all (nearly) at once by a cordon of ports on the Mississippi to its mouth from its junction with the Ohio, and by blockading ships of war on the seaboard.” Scott urged that “the transportation of men and all supplies by water is about the fifth of the land cost, besides the immense savings in time.” In this regard, McClellan would prove a keen and attentive pupil.6


Scott sought nothing less than the envelopment and the strangulation of the entire Confederacy with his strategy of exhaustion. Scott may have been consumed by pomposity, old, and infirm, but his intellect was still clear and perceptive. The most impressive part of his plan was the case he advanced for the use of waterborne transport to economize on manpower, allowing more men to be concentrated at the decisive point, and to speed up military strategic movement. Yet this was to implement operations that would have a slow grand strategic effect. Social dislocation and upheaval in race relations would be minimized. There was a contradiction here because the only way that a restricted strategy could be successful was by achieving swift and decisive success at the grand strategic level. Such contradictions lay at the heart of all the limited strategies advocated in 1861–62 and were never satisfactorily resolved. They ignored slavery as a cause of the war and as a prime stimulus to the Confederate war effort. Even news of Scott’s limited and cautious military move was sufficient to provoke a conspiracy among slaves to rebel in Adams County, Mississippi.7


The details of the plan show a measure of prescience. Scott envisaged a dozen or a score of gunboats accompanied by forty river steamers carrying materiel sufficient for eighty thousand men. The force would be divided into two, the smaller contingent aboard the river steamers, the larger “to proceed as nearly abreast as practicable by land—of course without the benefit of rail transportation—and receiving at certain points on the river its heavier articles of consumption of the first column.” The huge distances constituted “a great impediment to the movement.” It would nonetheless be possible to reduce or outflank all Confederate forts and strongpoints on the Mississippi. But Scott realized that the time factor might not be on his side and feared, rightly as it turned out, “the impatience of our patriotic and loyal Union friends,” that might overwhelm decision makers. Furthermore, he understood the importance of good relations with Kentucky, Tennessee, and Missouri for his long, tenuous advance into the Confederate heartland. His plan was the grandest and most cogent statement of the conservative view of Union war aims.8


Still, the plan’s essential ambiguity was not a recommendation. The onus was placed on the Confederacy to block Union moves rather than on Union power to crush Confederate resistance. The Anaconda enshrined a fallacy shared by virtually all members of the United States government and its military advisers. They assumed that the war could be brought to an end by one strategic move. Critics of the slowness (and mildness) of the Anaconda believed that Confederate surrender would follow a great, decisive victory in northern Virginia that would culminate in the fall of Richmond. Such ideas were overly optimistic yet they exhibited one important insight. The general-in-chief, Scott, was advocating a strategy that would direct Union forces away from the political heart of the Confederacy. Secession had certainly gained its momentum from the Deep South, but the Mississippi basin did not constitute the political heart of the new republic. Union strategy could not ignore the two wealthiest and industrially most advanced states, Tennessee and Virginia. More than one strategic move would thus be required to bring the Confederacy to its knees.9


Scott had sought to isolate military operations from political and social pressures, but these kept breaking in. Popular pressure for a move on Richmond and the great battle that would end the war quickly could not be resisted. “The idea of waiting until frost had set in, and merely defending our capital was a preposterous one in a political point of view, and our struggle is not a purely military one,” wrote newspaperman Joseph Medill to Senator Lyman Trumbull on July 13, 1861. Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune coined the phrase “On to Richmond” and the clamor grew. Greeley advanced his case with a confidence not overswayed by military knowledge. For example, he confused “tactics” with “strategy,” but this was not especially unusual in 1861. Certainly, the huge geographical barriers that seemed insurmountable in the west were absent in Virginia. An advance of a mere 110 miles to the Confederate capital would bring the rebellion to an end. It would cost much concentrated toil spread over four years, and many thousands of lives, before this deceptively simple objective was attained.10


On June 29 President Lincoln and his cabinet met. Lincoln himself preferred an offensive strategy, so the newspaper clamor suited his purposes. The cabinet agreed that they needed a strategy that secured greater results in a shorter period of time than the Anaconda could offer. It was agreed also that the Army of the Potomac, commanded by Brigadier General Irvin McDowell who attended the meeting with Scott, would launch an attack on the Confederate forces gathered around Manassas Junction. It would slowly emerge that forces in the Virginia and Mississippi basin theaters would be complementary rather than in competition, but this required mature consideration which was not a high priority in the summer of 1861 because so few people thought the war would last. After the June 29 meeting a reporter urged on Scott the opinion that the people wanted results. Scott retorted that this was true, “but they expected successful results. War, sir, requires money, men, time, and patience.”11


The challenge to Confederate strategic thinking was less onerous because the South only had to defend its independence, not use force to overcome the enemy. This was probably just as well, for the Confederate forces in Virginia were not impressive and they were incapable of offensive movement. Brigadier General Joseph E. Johnston commanded eleven thousand men in the Shenandoah Valley and Brigadier General P. G. T. Beauregard commanded fifteen thousand before Manassas Junction. There was little order, no system, and inexperience prevailed. Johnston, for example, had only commanded once in battle, when he had led four companies of voltigeurs at the battle of Chapultepec in 1847.12


Yet these deficiencies should not be allowed to conceal the strength of the Confederate strategic position. It is always easier for the power standing on the defensive to muster, organize, and control forces because they need only withstand force, not attempt to exert it. Levels of training and preparation need not be so refined because the defender needs only to react to the attacker’s designs. The Confederacy’s defensive position was strong. In the east the river lines provided natural, though not necessarily very strong, defensive cordons. Water lines rarely provide uncrossable defensive positions, and throughout the Civil War their defensive potential was exaggerated. In the west the rivers provided avenues of penetration for Union armies, but these could still be caught unawares, overextended and far from their bases, and defeated. The blockade declared by President Lincoln was still weak and fractured, and Southern ports remained inviolate. A “neutral” Kentucky was more of an asset to the Confederacy than if she had joined it, because the Confederate heartland was protected at virtually no cost. Furthermore, the Virginia theater could bring great political pressure to bear on the federal capital and deeply embarrass the Lincoln administration. Over the next year all of these strategic advantages save the last would be frittered away.13


On May 30, 1861, Major General Robert E. Lee, recently appointed military “adviser” to President Jefferson Davis, an anomalous position with no clear-cut responsibilities or executive authority, predicted that when the federal forces began their advance on Richmond, they would advance on Manassas Junction. The planning for such a campaign in Washington, DC, ran in tandem with the discussion of the Anaconda alternative. Consequently, the Union was adopting strategies of exhaustion and annihilation simultaneously. On June 3 Scott anticipated the wishes of his political masters by ordering McDowell to plan an advance on Manassas Junction. McDowell was a solemn and humorless man prone to overeating, but a competent if inexperienced commander. The expectations loaded onto McDowell’s ample shoulders grew heavier as the weeks passed. He drew up a respectable plan for an advance overland toward Richmond that he wished to commence on July 8 so that he could enjoy two weeks to win a victory before the expiration of the three-month enlistments called into service by President Lincoln after Fort Sumter’s surrender. McDowell intended to outflank any Confederate forces he might encounter. Central to his plan was pinning down Johnston’s Confederate Army of the Shenandoah in the Shenandoah Valley, a force of about eleven thousand men. This was an important element in the Confederate defense of Virginia because this crucial state could not be held without control of the Shenandoah Valley, and at its northern end lay the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry (although this would prove indefensible). McDowell wished to avoid any concentration of Confederate forces before Richmond.


McDowell was harassed, careworn, and overworked. He lacked a chief of staff and did not use his small staff well. The command system was not well established, its workings were chaotic and geared at the wrong level. McDowell had nobody to help him plan or direct a battle, let alone a campaign. The result was that the commanding general wasted his energies on trivia. The Times war correspondent, William Howard Russell, met McDowell at Union Station in Washington, DC, upon his arrival there on July 16. Russell reported that an anxious McDowell asked whether Russell had seen two batteries of missing artillery. He records in his diary:




I was surprised to find the General engaged in such duty, and took leave to say so. “Well it is quite true, Mr. Russell; but I am obliged to look after them myself, as I have so small a staff, and they are all engaged out with my headquarters. You are aware I have advanced? No! Well you have just come in time, and I shall be happy, indeed, to take you with me. I have made arrangements for the correspondents of our papers to take the field under certain regulations, and I have suggested to them they should wear a white uniform, to indicate the purity of their character.”14
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