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INTRODUCTION


“A great national calamity has befallen us.”

The late afternoon sun of May 10, 1863, was warm and pleasant, filtering through the young trees of the Virginia wilderness and creating a patchwork quilt of bright and dark spots on the forest floor. Here the light focused on a young fern, struggling to unfold itself into life, there it landed on a burned corpse or newly dug grave. Spring had come to central Virginia, but so had the war. Shattered rifles, shell fragments, broken canteens, and even the jagged remains of a drum littered the sides of the Richmond Stage Road, down which a small group of men were galloping full speed toward Fredericksburg. Those men had just been at the home of Thomas Coleman Chandler, who lived in a hamlet on the Richmond, Fredericksburg and Potomac Railroad called Guiney’s Station. All that Sunday, they waited outside a small frame house on his estate and prayed for the man lying on the bed inside, offering supplications to the Almighty that he may be spared and return to duty. At 3:15 they found out that their prayers, and those of thousands more in the Army of Northern Virginia, had not been answered. General Thomas Jonathan “Stonewall” Jackson was dead.1

Just the day before, the ailing leader dispatched his friend and corps chaplain, the Reverend Beverly Tucker Lacy, from his bedside to army headquarters near Fredericksburg. His mission was to conduct Sunday morning worship for the troops, as usual. Lacy preferred to stay, but Jackson insisted: the spiritual welfare of the men was paramount, regardless of what happened to him. The chaplain dutifully complied, leading the service on the 10th to a flock of 1800 soldiers—and their army commander, Robert E. Lee. The great victory at Chancellorsville had been achieved primarily by Jackson’s smashing flank attack on May 2, and now, at the height of his military success, Lee faced the possibility that his most trusted lieutenant and adviser might soon leave his side. Hearing of Jackson’s worsening condition, Lee asked Lacy to express “my affectionate regards, and say to him: he has lost his left arm but I my right arm.” That was three days ago, when Jackson, his amputated arm healing nicely, had first displayed the troubling signs of a secondary infection—pneumonia. Now, despite fervent prayer and the best medical care in the Confederacy, Lacy had to admit to the commanding general that the end was near. The normally stoic Lee was surprised and visibly shaken at the turn of events. “Surely General Jackson must recover,” he told Lacy before the church service. “God will not take him from us, now that we need him so much.” His faith in his subordinate’s recovery seemingly strengthened by the chaplain’s sermon, Lee approached Lacy afterward and said, “I trust you will find him better. When a suitable occasion offers, tell him that I prayed for him last night as I never prayed.” These were brave words spoken by a brave man and devoted Christian, but Lacy saw through them. Lee could say no more in sight of the troops, and quickly “turned away in overpowering emotion.”2

The riders, their horses fatigued at the long, hard run from Guiney’s Station, reined in at Lee’s headquarters about 5:00 and, hats in hand, approached the commanding general’s tent. How exactly they conveyed their disturbing news, and what reaction Lee may have exhibited, is unknown, but the response from the soldiers in the ranks was immediate as the word spread. “The sounds of merriment died away as if the Angel of Death himself had flapped his muffled wings over the troops. A silence profound, mournful, stifling, and oppressive as a funeral pall” descended over the camps. Grizzled veterans of The Seven Days, Antietam, and Fredericksburg, some of whom had even fought with Jackson in the Valley, cried like babies. The shock to the living body of the army was palpable, according to this eyewitness. Another remembered, “that evening the news went abroad, and a great sob swept over the Army of Northern Virginia; it was the heartbreak of the Confederacy.” Indeed it was. Lee managed to restrain his own immense sadness in a simple message to Richmond. “It becomes my melancholy duty to announce to you the death of General Jackson.” He continued for a few brief sentences that described the transport of the body to the capital and then abruptly ended the wire. The next day, he issued General Orders No. 61 to the army in an attempt to assuage the grief hanging over it, but the message’s tone left no doubt that Lee himself was still in shock: “The daring, skill, and energy of this great and good soldier, by decree of an all wise Providence, are now lost to us. But while we mourn his death, we feel that his spirit still lives, and will inspire the whole army with his indomitable courage and unbroken confidence in God as our hope and our strength. . . . Let officers and soldiers emulate his invincible determination to do everything in the defense of our beloved country.” Having duly erected this bold public front for the benefit of others, privately the army commander could not check his emotions. When he attempted to speak about Jackson to General William N. Pendleton that same day, Lee broke down in tears and had to excuse himself. The strong religious faith that helped cement the bond between Lee and Jackson doubtless comforted Lee now in his moment of greatest despair, and he wished the entire army to know its palliative effects. Yet his prayers and those of countless others had not saved Jackson, and his death left a great void—one with strategic consequences for the cause Lee defended. Privately he confided to his son, Custis, “It is a terrible loss. I do not know how to replace him.” On May 11, President Jefferson Davis probably reinforced Lee’s dread with a simple telegram: “A great national calamity has befallen us.” Faith would help Lee move forward personally, but the death of Jackson was a professionally mortal blow from which the Confederate chieftain, and the Confederacy, would never recover.3

The often discussed, over-romanticized, and well-explored relationship between Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson may initially appear to be a subject of little interest today, especially in a world in which things Confederate have fallen out of vogue and social and cultural interpretations of the American Civil War attract the attention of most scholars. Although the last dual history of the generals was published several decades ago, one might ask why yet another book on rebel military leaders, about whom we apparently already know everything we could possibly want to understand, is necessary? It is a worthy question, but like good books written about Abraham Lincoln or Gettysburg, two subjects also seemingly exhausted but which inspire new publications every year, fresh interpretation based on new historical evidence and argumentation provide the answers. Certainly, immense popular interest remains in both Lee and Jackson—they still stand as the chief Confederate icons and as such will always attract attention, good and bad. Thus the more we know about them the better informed we will be when their names arise in private and public discourse. More important, though, the generals offer us today, in our 21st-century world of technological complexity, digital interconnectedness, and political and social uncertainty, an example of the lasting power and resonance of human relationships. People still make things happen in the world, just as they did in the 19th century. People rely on friends, colleagues, and even enemies to help them understand their environment. And leaders of people still make decisions that affect the happiness, careers, financial well-being, and existence of their followers. Relationships among leaders are therefore still the most important fundamental foundations for long term success, whether that be for armies, businesses, or nations. The relationship between Lee and Jackson, at a basic level, tells us about the significance of leader relationships, how they are created and ideally function, and how devastating it can be when they disintegrate.

Senior leaders—those at the very top of their organizations—are charged with nothing less than the survival of their enterprise. If they fail to make the right decisions at the right time, dire consequences tend to result, and the very continuation of their organization may be jeopardized. Also known as strategic leaders, these individuals must establish a consensus for their vision, grow and energize subordinates, and develop and exploit opportunities that finally resolve major problems. They cannot afford the luxury of mistakes and must work hard with others at their level to avoid them, proactively manage unsolvable conflicts, and achieve organizational goals in the short, medium, and long term. These are difficult tasks and can weigh heavy on leader relationships. More is generally needed to fortify them at the higher levels than simple professional competence and collegiality. Friendships based on common, immutable bonds often provide the glue that keep senior leader relationships intact, and thus ensure better decisions are made for the good of the country, company, or community.4

At the heart of this book are four historical theses: first, that the Lee-Jackson command team was professionally successful because it was rooted in personal friendship underpinned by trust and shared religious faith. Initially the personal relationship was weak, long-distance, and tentative, and was strained by Jackson’s poor showing during the Seven Days battles around Richmond in June 1862. But by the end of the winter of 1863 it had grown into a powerful bond that cemented the already-strong professional relationship, even enhancing it. Second, that it was within this unique relationship that the most successful elements of Confederate strategy in the Eastern Theater first germinated, were operationally implemented, and, with Jackson’s death, permanently stymied. Jackson, in essence, became Lee’s chief strategic adviser as well as his preferred operational lieutenant. (Lee in turn was Jefferson Davis’s primary source of strategic advice, a point well substantiated in secondary literature.) Third, Jackson was himself a strategic-level leader, a general who thought early in the war about how to win it for the Confederacy, offering numerous suggestions to Lee, the president, and others at ranks higher than his own, and even dabbled in policy making through his relationships with congressmen. And fourth, with Stonewall Jackson’s death following the Chancellorsville Campaign in May 1863 the Confederacy suffered a strategic inflection point, a contingency that held momentous implications. Spanning all four historical arguments is a larger observation that has significance for political, military, and business leaders today and in the future: the command relationship between chief leader and chief adviser is supremely important, especially at the highest levels of responsibility, because it is within the boundaries of that association that the best strategic ideas—the ones that win wars and save failing corporations—are created. Every senior leader needs a trustworthy adviser or a group of trusted advocates. When that relationship is founded on personal friendship or religious faith, it is strengthened. When it is absent or broken, the implications can be grave.5

In war, whether it be modern or historical, there are theoretically several levels of command and leadership, each of which affects the others. Occasionally, events occur that witness a conflation of the levels of war—what is called a nexus point—whereby tactical actions, for instance, may determine operational outcomes, which in turn might strongly affect theater strategy or national strategy. The history of the Civil War demonstrates all these levels of war were at play just as they are today, and although its leading participants may not have used the same nomenclature as modern practitioners, they implicitly understood the different layers of command and control as they existed at the time and had at least a commonsense understanding of how they interacted. As in modern war, however, the Confederacy’s senior commanders made mistakes, sometimes fusing the levels together accidentally or erroneously applying ideas and concepts workable at one level to another. This was due in part to the weak theoretical education they received at West Point in the antebellum years and to the state of military theory at the time, which was in substantial flux, with important works such as Carl von Clausewitz’s On War not yet translated into English and Baron Antoine-Henri de Jomini’s The Art of War taught only in watered-down form. We should not fault them for their foibles and errors, however; the leaders of the Union and the Confederacy both made the decisions they thought best based on what they then knew combined with their personal experiences, personalities, and command structures, much as we do today.6

Grand strategy—the careful integration of national diplomatic, informational, military, and economic strategies into a coherent, long term “super strategy” with grandiose, possibly world-altering designs—was unknown to them, but all the other levels were not only thought about, considered, and implemented at various times in diverse manners, but were also altered and adapted as the contextual realities of the war shifted. President Davis, assisted ostensibly but not consistently by the secretaries of war and the chairmen of the most powerful military-affiliated committees in Congress, operated and decided at the policy level, making national decisions such as fighting the war to achieve independence, creating geographic departments, instituting conscription, and ultimately submitting to defeat. At the national military strategy level, Davis, again along with the various war secretaries but often including Lee and other theater commanders, discussed and implemented major ideas that affected all three theaters of war, such as whether to fight the war primarily from a defensive or offensive approach or some combination in between (the latter organically developed by mid-1862), which branch of service would be allocated what percentage of scarce resources—the army obviously winning out over the fledgling Confederate navy—and which theater of war would take precedence over the others. Resources: men, money, materiel, and national transportation capabilities governed much at this level. Theater strategy referred to the concepts and ideas implemented broadly within a given theater of war, such as the Eastern or Western, and was generally determined by the major departmental or army commanders in that theater in concert both with the national command authority in Richmond and trusted operational-level subordinates, such as Jackson and General James Longstreet. Lee’s primary strategic responsibility rested at this layer of war, but as Davis’s official and de facto adviser he ascended to the national military strategic level and as army commander descended daily to the operational level. This theoretical space was where major campaigns were planned, altered, executed, or scuttled, such as Jackson’s Valley Campaign, the Second Manassas or Sharpsburg campaigns, or Lee’s attempt to trap General Pope’s forces between the Rapidan and Rappahannock rivers in early August 1862. Operations were characterized by major maneuvers and actions of specific armies, and could witness one great battle or a series of battles before one ended and the next one began. How operations concluded often set the course for future theater and even national military strategy, sometimes very quickly, as in the case of the Seven Days and Gettysburg Campaign. The tactical level of war dealt with the planning and execution of specific battles within a given operation or campaign. It pertained, for instance, to where and when certain corps or divisions were sent in an engagement in pursuit of battlefield victory, such as Jackson’s famous flank march at Chancellorsville or Longstreet’s attack on August 30, 1862, at Second Manassas. Both Lee and Jackson by default had to dwell often at this level, but a dramatic tactical success offered operational, theater-strategic, and even national strategic possibilities. On a theoretical basis, that is why Lee and Jackson constantly pursued an aggressive method in most of their battles. Passively awaiting the enemy’s blows on the defense not only mitigated against tactical victory, as Napoleon noted, but also made translating that success into an operational or higher-level victory less likely. Both men understood this on an intrinsic level, as did the great Federal military leaders, Grant, Sherman, and Sheridan.7

For a weaker nation at war, it is imperative to take one of two possible national military approaches: either adopt a patient, low-energy national military strategy that conserves available resources (also known as means) utilizing defensive theater strategies and operations (also known as ways) highlighting the use of small regular units, guerrillas and irregulars, and foreign aid to achieve policy and strategy objectives (also known as ends); or strike hard, fast, and decisively with all available conventional military means in powerful offensives designed to knock the stronger adversary off balance, convince its government that the war will be too costly, and achieve the ends in that manner. Practically all the historical war efforts of weaker powers over time have utilized one or the other approach. The Carthaginians adopted option #2 in the Second Punic War against the Romans and almost won it under Hannibal’s leadership; Alexander tried it and defeated the Persian Empire but failed with it in India due to inadequate means; Frederick the Great won the First Silesian War of 1740–42 using a similar approach but almost lost his kingdom in subsequent wars incorporating it with insufficient means; Napoleon marched to victory against the Austrians, Russians, and Prussians in 1805 and 1806 with a comparable national military strategy; and Winfield Scott, with whom Lee served in the Mexican War, succeeded in his march on Mexico City employing an analogous theater strategy, albeit with a very small army.

On the other hand, Washington adopted option #1 in the Middle Colonies during the American Revolution, carefully choosing where he committed the understrength Continental Army and picking, from 1777–1780, smaller fights with isolated British units whenever possible, relying on irregulars and a small core of conventional units in the Southern Theater until 1781. Spain, its armies defeated repeatedly by Napoleon’s marshals early on, also relied primarily on a guerrilla war strategy after 1808 in conjunction with a small regular force and Wellington’s British army, ultimately expelling the French occupiers. Even the Confederacy’s own Trans-Mississippi Theater, under the leadership of Major General Thomas C. Hindman, tried a guerrilla-war theater strategy in 1862, but inadequate means, poor internal communications, and weak leadership doomed it to failure. In the East, Jackson immediately encouraged an offensive into the North using all available troops, with an eye toward not only demoralizing the northern population and government, but also wrecking its logistical and economic means, thus preventing it from making war. He never relented from this advocacy. Lee, resistant to such a “hard war” approach and more readily aware of rebel war-making limitations, nonetheless quickly came to realize that only an offensive theater strategy that attempted destruction of the principal enemy army, or at least repeatedly defeated it to the point the North gave up, would suffice to achieve Confederate ends. Wearing the heavy headdress of theater and army command simultaneously, he could not wantonly engage in Jackson’s version of strategic radicalism and often found himself stymied by Union offensives he had to parry, but agreed that bringing the war north was necessary for final victory. Both generals understood that a national military strategy predicated solely on defense, employing irregulars to a large degree, and allowing the large Federal armies to penetrate the heart of the Confederacy, would simply not succeed in their theater and would lose the South the war in short order. As most historians now agree, Southern political, cultural, and societal institutions mitigated against it as well.8

Only option #2, modified as it was by the availability of troops, supplies, and other means and the actions of the enemy, was ever considered. Those caveats often made the theater strategy of the East under Lee’s leadership appear as if it was primarily defensive, but Lee’s intent, advised by Jackson, was always to attack the enemy, even if the seat of war remained in Virginia. To a large degree, President Davis agreed. Initially he responded to intense political pressure from state governors and national legislators in 1861 to early 1862 to preserve their states’ territorial integrity, developing a national strategic approach called the “perimeter defense” that attempted to defend all Confederate soil from Union invasions. But military disasters borne of this strategy in the West coupled with a realization of dwindling Southern means impressed upon him by mid-1862 that offensive theater strategies, when possible, were preferable. Most of them would have to be employed while still fighting in the Southern states because of geographic and economic restraints and Union numerical superiority, but those realities did not detract from their offensive strategic essence.9

By the winter of 1862–1863 the Eastern Theater of operations, i.e., the states of the Confederacy east of the Appalachian Mountains, had become the most strategically critical theater for Confederate hopes for national independence. Scholars have fiercely debated the point, but most now argue that if the war was to be won, it needed to occur in that theater, and that meant the Union’s principal field army, the Army of the Potomac, would have to be decisively defeated.10 Robert E. Lee had tried, with Jackson’s assistance, throughout the spring, summer, and fall of 1862 to effect that result, but several good opportunities eluded him. Civil War armies were notoriously difficult to destroy in the field, a reality that Lee and his command team, ultimately consisting of Jackson, Longstreet, and James Ewell Brown (J.E.B.) Stuart, painfully came to understand. Time and again, during the Seven Days, before and after Second Manassas, and at Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville, they had realized the challenges inherent in transforming tactical/operational victories into strategic ones. In each of these successful campaigns, Lee-Jackson discussions, both private and in consultation with other leaders, molded Confederate theater strategy attempting to remedy the problem.

Jackson’s early strategic thoughts in late 1861 into the spring of 1862 about raiding the North and bringing a punishing war to the enemy were thought pragmatically impossible by most in the Confederate national command authority in Richmond. Yet they were not only worth Lee’s consideration, who was then ensconced as Davis’s military adviser and de facto general-in-chief, but also reflected the strategic realities contextually facing the Confederacy: the loss of much of Tennessee, the Mississippi River Valley, and northern Arkansas by mid-1862 meant that recovery in the Western and Trans-Mississippi theaters was unlikely. There, the Confederacy could only hope to delay the inevitable, but in the East the war could feasibly be brought to a successful conclusion. Northern, Southern, and European public opinion focused on the East and could be more strongly influenced by events on the battlefield there than in the West; Union civilian morale could be directly affected by damaging raids and thus endanger Abraham Lincoln’s political base in future elections; and vital mining, transportation, and manufacturing centers in Pennsylvania could be disrupted, thereby undermining Federal logistical power. Jackson’s correspondence with Lee before he left the Shenandoah Valley to join in the Peninsula Campaign in June 1862 revealed a strategically forward-thinking mind, one that quickly made its mark on the future commander of the Army of Northern Virginia and would continue to influence Lee’s own strategic and operational thought for the remainder of the war. But Lee’s personal preferences as a leader combined with the exigencies of the strategic-political arena he had to operate in—managing at once Davis’s expectations and leading the Confederacy’s primary eastern army—meant that he could not immediately and unconditionally accept Jackson’s strategic thoughts. The Union army and the poor state of Confederate logistics also dictated many of his actions.

Deferential, loyal, and frank, Jackson first impressed Lee as a military professional who could effortlessly follow his intent and achieve operational objectives. Sometimes late but never failing, the Valley General earned Lee’s respect through his performance in the Cedar Run, Second Manassas, and Sharpsburg campaigns, ensuring his lackluster performance in the Seven Days was viewed as an anomaly. Even then, however, he began to confer regularly with Lee and started the process of building personal trust. That trust was buoyed by a shared devotion to evangelical Protestantism. Although approaching their Christianity from different denominational perspectives, Jackson’s unswerving adherence to God’s laws and spreading of the gospel among his troops made a strong impression upon the deeply religious Lee, who, by the winter of 1862–1863, was attending worship services with Jackson. The Reverend Beverly Tucker Lacy, an old friend of Jackson’s brought in by the general to serve as his corps chaplain, and the spiritual reforms they wrought, were instrumental to the development of this religious bond between Lee and his subordinate. This connection, in turn, strengthened what had become a strong personal friendship during the winter encampment outside of Fredericksburg.

By the time of the Chancellorsville Campaign, Jackson had superseded Longstreet as Lee’s primary lieutenant, and along with Stuart, was integral in helping the commanding general achieve victory over the Federals against long odds. Yet fickle chance intervened in the woods on the night of May 2, 1863, as it had so many times both for and against Lee in previous campaigns. Shot accidentally by his own men, Stonewall was dropped twice from the litter carrying him to the rear, and, surviving the amputation of his left arm, succumbed to pneumonia ten days later. It was a personally crushing blow for Lee, who lost not only a man who had become a close friend but also his chief strategic adviser and battlefield operator. The damage done to the Confederate war effort was perceived by nearly all in the Confederacy, from Jefferson Davis all the way down to common citizens in Texas and even little children. Regardless of biased postwar Confederates, some of whom like former Jackson staff officers R. L. Dabney and Henry Kyd Douglas attempted to use his death as a “Lost Cause” excuse for rebel defeat, Jackson’s sudden demise was recognized by Southerners in 1863 as a strategic turning point in the war. This reality became startlingly clear in the ensuing Pennsylvania Campaign, when it was apparent that Jackson’s absence left a gaping hole in Lee’s command team and badly impaired its efficacy. A tragic cascade of secondary and third-order effects impacted the results of the operation and ensured the failure of Lee’s new theater strategy. That, in turn, hastened the final defeat of the Confederacy.

Some final thoughts are in order before we return to 1862, a year pregnant with strategic contingency for the future of the young Confederate nation. Military theorists and practitioners, political and business executives, and leaders of any ilk looking for insights drawn from the Lee-Jackson relationship will profit from reading the appendix, where I summarize many of the key points elucidated in the text and offer “so what” takeaways for current and future senior leaders. Scholars interested in deeply exploring debates in the extant literature, the locations of primary sources, and recommendations for further reading, are kindly directed to the notes, which go into substantial detail about certain topics that many may find of interest. I purposefully left out of the text of this introduction a meticulous examination of key works on Confederate strategy, biographies of Lee and Jackson, and histories of the great campaigns to entice the interest of the educated layperson, someone who knows the basic parameters of the American Civil War and possibly even those of Lee’s and Jackson’s exploits in 1862–1863. In graduate school and even today when I read about this war and other historical conflicts, exhaustive analyses of historiographical arguments—some of which do matter, actually, for the accurate retelling of good history—nonetheless remind me of the old adage about cooked fish and houseguests. After about three days both need to be thrown out. I have always thought a parallel rule should apply to literature reviews embedded in greater historical narratives: after about three lines they need to be thrown into the notes. So there they are for anyone interested.

The book follows a chronological path forward with occasional flashbacks inserted to emphasize key themes in the Lee-Jackson relationship and reinforce the major theses. Some readers may wish certain historical incidents receive greater or lesser emphasis, and others may not like the admixture of narrative and analysis. I believed it important to include both as we trace the evolution of the generals’ interactions, thoughts, and deeds. I took artistic license in a few isolated sections to better recreate the historical backdrop they operated in or illustrate how they would have appeared or behaved. In no way have I departed from the evidence contained in available primary and secondary sources; if, for example, I inserted some details we cannot be certain about at a specific point in time, like facial expressions, I derived my narrative from (especially) primary accounts documenting those particulars during an earlier historical episode. In most instances the factors behind such issues are addressed in the notes and most scholars should be satisfied with my explanations.

Regarding the source material itself, it is important for readers to understand that wartime letters, diaries, and newspaper editorials hold significantly greater interpretative value and reliability than post–Civil War letters, memoirs, articles, and books written by ex-Confederates. The latter category unfortunately is numerically larger than the former, and although I relied strongly on wartime archival and newspaper sources, the postwar material does comprise a greater number of readily accessible historical accounts. But in the sub-realm of Confederate history the historian must be cautious. What is known as the Lost Cause permeates many of these sources. First coined by Edward A. Pollard, editor of the influential Richmond Examiner in his 1866 book of the same name, the term was in common parlance throughout the last third of the 19th century to denote the fallen Confederacy, but has come to represent in modern times the overly reverent mythologizing of the Confederate leadership, the rebel soldier, loyal Southern women, dutiful slaves, and the valiant but doomed effort for independence against, as Lee himself put it in his farewell address at Appomattox, the “overwhelming numbers and resources” of the Union. These themes, along with the shunting aside of slavery as the underlying cause of the war, helped white Southerners come to grips with defeat but played fast and loose with history and are detectable in many (although not all) postwar accounts written by former rebels. The practice of unobjectively idolizing the saintly Lee or the flawless Jackson, or both, unfortunately contaminated a good number of the accounts describing the generals and their relationship, making the historical reality difficult to discern from postwar fantasy. Among the most blatantly worshipful were the generals’ former staff officers, who sometimes vied with each other in their claims of greatness for their former chiefs. For many years there was even an acrimonious rivalry, evident in the historical record, between the acolytes of Lee and Jackson that, to our modern sensibilities, borders on the ridiculous.11

Nonetheless, the reality of the Lost Cause taint in many postwar accounts written by the generals’ staff officers and others close to them—sources that necessarily had to be consulted for this book—means that most of their formal publications should be viewed with a grain of salt and their words prudently evaluated in the context in which they were written (i.e., the 1870s–1890s). Personal letters tended to be less overtly infected, and therefore I tried to consult them whenever possible, but even so the writer’s partiality and foggy memory may have been factors that intervened in their historicity. Jackson’s followers, for example, at times ascribed to him superhuman powers of generalship and intuition and Lee’s closest associates defended his every action as perfect, while both groups denigrated Longstreet and blamed him for ultimate defeat. Armed as I was with a skeptical eye, throughout the text readers will notice occasional references to the reliability of certain individuals’ accounts and should rest assured that in all cases I thought carefully about the likelihood of prevarication, overgeneralization, and personal bias in these source materials. Scholars interested in deeper evaluations should consult the notes. If they find no caveats or elaborations, I either believed the veracity of the source strong enough to stand on its own (for that particular section of the text) or, perhaps, made an error in interpretation. Doubtless, some will take issue with my judgment, claiming for instance I relied too heavily on the correspondence of Jedediah Hotchkiss and Hunter McGuire, Jackson’s topographer and personal surgeon, or on other ex-Confederates, or on early secondary sources like the works of Douglas Southall Freeman that gleaned much from them. To such critics I confess neither perfection in professional historical discernment nor knowledge of all contextual factors that may have influenced the postwar sources. But I promise I did my utmost to evaluate all accounts, both primary and secondary, with a scrupulous eye.

Finally, this book is indisputably a work of military history focused on the historical realities of how Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson thought about, planned, and executed military strategy, operations, and, occasionally, tactics. It focuses on the large questions attached to their relationship that deal with strategic theory, leadership, faith, and the fate of the Confederate nation. It does not attempt nor should be misconstrued as a commentary on the cause for which they fought. If I have done my job well, the reader will follow the narrative mindful that these men did indeed fight to dissolve the Union and preserve the antebellum Southern way of life, which included slavery, but will not judge them for that; instead, he/she will evaluate them as military decision-makers, people, and leaders of a team trying to achieve a common goal that proved elusive. Putting aside modern political sensitivities will allow him or her to realize how much we can yet learn from Lee and Jackson, two men who were, after all, human like us. But they were also leaders—generals who, together, created a partnership unique in the American Civil War and one that still offers much to those who aspire to lead.
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ONE


“I am willing to follow him blindfolded.”

LEE, JACKSON, AND CONFEDERATE STRATEGIC IMPERATIVES

It had been a long, dusty, tiring ride from Fredericks Hall, fourteen hours and fifty-two miles total, with a few stops at local plantations to exchange worn-out horses. Three aides came along, offering more in the way of moral support than companionship, because the general had that determined look about him, bent on completing his mission. There had been no time for pleasantries or lingering along the way, not even a cold biscuit, which on this hot, 84° day would have been most welcome. Time was of the essence. When, around 3:00 P.M., the small party from the Valley Army finally reached their destination, the Widow Dabbs house on the Nine Mile Road just a mile and half northeast of Richmond, his staff officers dismounted with the joy of anticipated rest. A comfortable yard with thick, green grass beckoned both man and beast, but before either could enjoy it, Stonewall Jackson was off his horse, bounding up the wooden steps to the two-story farmhouse. He was there to see Robert E. Lee, new commander of the Army of Northern Virginia.1

It was the first time the two would meet as Confederate generals. Both native-born Virginians and graduates of West Point in different years, they may have encountered each other in the early 1840s, when Jackson was a cadet and Lee a commissioned officer on the 1844 examination board. They crossed paths during the war with Mexico, the elder Lee once inspecting fortifications for a section of batteries in which the young Jackson was an officer, but neither man made a noticeable impression on the other. Both served in military colleges after the war, Lee as superintendent of the Military Academy and Jackson as a professor at the Virginia Military Institute, and they both witnessed the hanging of John Brown in 1859. As military professionals from the same state they certainly knew each other, but were only acquaintances, their lives and careers taking strongly divergent courses in the late 1850s, with Lee posted around the country at various army installations and Jackson settling in to his teaching routine at Lexington. Then came the election of 1860. The states of the Deep South united in fear regarding the intentions of president-elect Abraham Lincoln and his Republican Party, their leaders convinced they heard the croak of doom for the “peculiar institution” of slavery and the agricultural and caste-based Southern society that was dependent on it. One by one, in the fateful secession winter of 1860–1861, most of the southern half of the United States left the country and formed a new nation, the Confederate States of America. War appeared imminent.2

Lee and Jackson followed these monumental events with great concern, but it was not until the secession of their home state from the federal Union in April 1861, in response to Lincoln’s appeal for 75,000 volunteers to suppress the rebellion, that they were dragged into the burgeoning conflict. Almost immediately Virginia called on her cadre of trained military officers to defend her and raise troops, and neither man failed to heed the summons, setting in motion centrifugal forces that would inexorably bring them together. The “blue light” Presbyterian commoner, born in the Appalachian hill country, and the blue-blood Episcopalian aristocrat, born in the Tidewater, shared a devotion to God and the Old Dominion that trumped loyalty to country, a spiritual and temporal allegiance that was foundational, unyielding, and unquestionable. In that they were no different from thousands of their future soldiers who followed their states into the Confederacy, but unlike most of them, these two men were leaders, whose abilities destined them to command.3

It was not a foregone conclusion that either would rise so quickly. Providence had cleared the way, creating opportunities denied to others. Jackson, for instance, had been at the right place at the right time to make the decision to stand his brigade “like a stone wall” at First Manassas in July, thereby winning his first moment of national fame, a major generalship, and a nickname: “Stonewall.” By virtue of his sterling prewar reputation and high rank in the U.S. Army, Lee was given command of all Virginia forces days after secession, a position that placed him near the top of the new Confederate command hierarchy after the national capital moved to Richmond, and helped recommend him to president Jefferson Davis, who appointed him his personal military adviser. True, the two had also suffered professional setbacks and discouragement, both ironically in the western mountains (Lee at Cheat Mountain and Jackson in the Romney Campaign), but in so doing they preserved the trust of policy makers who perceived their inherent qualities and retained their services. Now the events of the still-young American Civil War thrust the generals together, necessarily forcing a military partnership that would soon foster a deeper, profound friendship with vast strategic implications. June 23, 1862, therefore found them newly elevated, professionally recovered, and on the cusp of ventures their new nation required them jointly to pursue. Twelve months of official correspondence, some of it interspersed with compliments and well-wishes, had bred a congenial familiarity and mutual respect between them. “Old Jack,” as his soldiers called him, had just concluded a remarkably successful campaign in the Shenandoah, perfectly aligning with Lee’s strategic thinking.4

One of the commanding general’s young staff officers, perhaps Charles Marshall or Walter Taylor, greeted Jackson at the door, and politely asked him to wait a few minutes until Lee could see him. Not sure what do with himself, he went back outside where exhaustion set in. “Leaning over the yard-paling,” his sun-bleached kepi cap pulled down over his eyes and his head bent over, as if ready to sleep, Stonewall was barely recognizable in his simple, threadbare uniform when his brother-in-law, Major General Daniel Harvey (D. H.) Hill, rode into the yard. “He raised himself up as I dismounted,” Hill recalled, and looked “dusty, travel-worn, and apparently very tired,” but immediately greeted him with a warmth that belied his humorless, taciturn reputation. Hill was honestly surprised to see him here, believing as did many others North and South that Stonewall was still in the Valley, pursuing the defeated Union generals Nathaniel Banks and John C. Frémont, whom he had recently thrashed at Winchester and Cross Keys. So carefully had Lee arranged for the transfer of Jackson’s 17,500-man army across Virginia and so secretly had Stonewall begun the movement that almost no one, even in Richmond, knew he was there. That was just as secretive Old Jack liked it; the less known about him and his men’s whereabouts, the better.5

The two walked up the steps and into the house, where Lee shook their hands and welcomed them into his simple office. A table, a couple chairs, a desk, and a few furnishings accented the room, and other than some “refreshments, courteously tendered by General Lee” himself, there was little about the place bespeaking the impeccable lineage and decorum that characterized its occupant. For a moment, the man recently labeled “the King of Spades” for all the entrenchments he ordered dug around the capital, and the man termed “an enthusiastic fanatic” by one of his subordinates, exchanged glances. The fifty-five-year-old son of Revolutionary War hero Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee bore the marks of a Virginia gentleman, with a high, receding hairline of curly, gray hair, white-gray beard, high cheekbones, and dark eyes that evinced at once a gentle demeanor and sharp intelligence. Solidly built, at 5 feet, 10 inches tall, his fitted uniform appeared “elegant” on his physique, and he carried himself with a poise only the high-born could master. Yet, Jackson must have noticed, there was not an ounce of pretension about this man, but instead an air of humility and normalcy that only made him appear more graceful, more impressive.6

Declining all other libations, Stonewall happily accepted a glass of milk, and if Lee thought any less of him because of his bedraggled appearance or simple tastes, there is no record of it. The new chief of the principal Confederate field army in the East was himself, at heart, a modest man. He knew full well how far Jackson had come to be here, and in an age of horse-borne transport (for train travel in the South could not always be relied upon for those with tight schedules), dust and grime after such a long journey were to be expected. On a normal day, Old Jack looked more like a teamster than a general in his faded, worn-out uniform and cap, oversized boots, and large hands, with sun-bronzed face framed by a “receding forehead” and a bushy brown beard. On this day the thirty-eight-year-old looked especially unkempt, his “angular, strong” five foot, eleven inch–tall frame stooped over by fatigue. But if Lee had any doubt about his sincerity of purpose, acumen, or physical condition, all that was required was a glimpse of those “dark-blue, large, and piercing” eyes. They revealed the spirit of an indomitable will, the same one that had just earned his soldiers the sobriquet of “Jackson’s foot cavalry” for their forced marches amounting to twenty-five miles a day or more. Followed up by four smashing victories in May and June, some of his men thought him mad for how hard he pushed them, but began to love him for delivering success afterward.7

So, too, had the people of the Confederacy, who had heard nothing but bad news since 1862 began. Stonewall’s exploits in the Valley turned him into the first Confederate national icon, not only because he had beaten the enemy, but also because of when he beat him. In late May, the Richmond Dispatch declared him “THE HERO OF THE WAR.” Up until then, Southerners had been desperate to hear anything, even a morsel, that could be verified as militarily positive. In February alone, Federal armies captured Roanoke Island on the Outer Banks of North Carolina, Forts Henry and Donelson in Tennessee with their 15,000 defenders, and Nashville, the Volunteer State’s capital. In early March, Missouri and northwest Arkansas were permanently lost to the Confederacy at the Battle of Pea Ridge and Jackson himself had been repulsed at Kernstown, south of Winchester, Virginia. April depressed spirits even further with the fall of mighty New Orleans to the Union navy, the occupation of much of western Tennessee, and the disappointment of the bloody battle at Shiloh, which saw the main Southern army in the Western Theater defeated and its able general, Albert Sidney Johnston, killed, after a promising surprise attack. Then in May it appeared as if Richmond might be captured by the Union Army of the Potomac under Major General George B. McClellan, who had earlier started creeping his gigantic force up the Virginia peninsula southeast of the capital. Attempts to delay and deceive him about the weakness of rebel defenses had generally succeeded, and several small battles at Yorktown, Williamsburg, and Seven Pines had made him take pause, but slowly and methodically, like an elephant wading a deep river, he had inched ever closer. Now he was very close, near enough to launch a powerful assault on the city’s incomplete eastern defenses. If something decisive was not done, and done quickly, Lee realized Richmond would probably fall. With it, he and President Davis surmised, would fall the Confederacy. The success of Jackson’s Valley Campaign would be for naught.8
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Davis had given Lee command of the principal Virginia army on June 1, the day after General Joseph E. Johnston, its previous commander, fell badly wounded at Seven Pines. In many respects, it was a lucky break for Lee, Davis, and the new Southern nation, as Johnston had displayed little fire in his belly for offensive operations against McClellan, instead preferring careful withdrawals. Seven Pines was an exception, but the Confederate attacks were poorly synchronized, and at the end of the day the enemy had only been bloodied and precious little room remained between the still-defiant Federals and the capital. Few other acceptable candidates beckoned as replacements for the fallen Johnston, so Lee definitely had proximity and timing on his side. But the president had also grown to trust Lee as his adviser through months of difficult discussions, decisions, and administrative work. Much of that trust was due to Lee’s high emotional intelligence that enabled him to handle the often prickly Davis and his cabinet with aplomb. When coupled with a national perspective gained by months laboring at the president’s side, a naturally logical mind, and extensive prewar military experience, Lee had evolved into an exceedingly good strategic and operational thinker. Despite the hiccup as a field commander in the Cheat Mountain Campaign in western Virginia in September 1861, after which he was quietly shuttled to the South-Atlantic states to oversee the construction of fortifications, he had otherwise impressed Davis, and was therefore the natural choice to succeed Johnston. Jackson unequivocally agreed. He once claimed “Lee is a phenomenon. I would follow him blindfold[ed],” and believed him “a better officer than General Scott,” the revered former general-in-chief of US forces and victor of the Mexican War. Old Jack had trusted Lee’s guidance from his earliest posting at Harpers Ferry in May 1861 up through his recent campaign, and witnessed firsthand how Lee, in turn, supported him from afar and trusted him to use his discretion to win victories. Now Stonewall had come in person to help Lee win a victory necessary for Southern national survival.9

Within minutes of taking his first sip of cool milk, Jackson turned around to the sound of heavy boots scuffling over the threshold of the Dabbs House doorway. Into the small office strode the last of Lee’s two invitees, Major Generals James “Old Pete” Longstreet and Ambrose Powell (A. P.) Hill. Both had fought at Seven Pines, along with D. H. Hill, and the three men familiarly greeted each other and Lee with nods and handshakes. Then Longstreet and Hill turned to the newcomer, Jackson, who had little to say in response to their questions about his much-lauded successes in the Valley. They may have misconstrued his brief, abrupt answers for aloofness or impertinence, when in fact the introverted Stonewall was tired and often felt awkward in new social situations with people he did not know well. Walter Taylor, Lee’s aide and one of Jackson’s former students at VMI, described him as austere and quiet, but “once the outer shell was pierced he was always genially warm in manner and sympathetic at heart.” Sometimes it took a while for that to occur, even with other devout Christians, and in professional settings, once an individual gained his respect and had proven his reliability, Jackson would slowly open up to them, but certainly not until some time had passed. He knew next to nothing about the forty-one-year-old, stocky Longstreet, with his dark hair and long beard and, as one observer put it, gray-blue “pig’s eyes” that seemed to shrewdly take the measure of all and everything around him. Like Lee and Jackson, Old Pete was physically tall, and like Old Jack, a man of few words, especially since his family had been tragically reduced by the deaths of three children in the last half year. Once naturally droll and merry, his personality had begun to transform, his more negative traits, including a dour melancholy and opinionated stubbornness, increasingly dominant. But he was gifted with an inherent talent to command large bodies of men, a steadfast persistence, and an ability to discern the root of a military problem, qualities already evident at this juncture of the war, and ones that had earned him a place at this and prior meetings of the rebel high command. “Little Powell,” as A. P. was fondly called by those who knew him well, was the youngest and most diminutive of the group, of slighter build, with brown hair worn long to his shoulders. Stonewall knew him as a classmate at West Point, and the two had not gotten along well. The highborn Hill, son of a prominent Virginia family, had then poked fun at the diffident Jackson from the backcountry, and still retained the impetuous dash and egotistical pride that his fellow cadet remembered him for. Yet Hill had already developed a reputation for personal bravery and a fierceness in combat on the Peninsula, characteristics that would soon make him an essential member of the army’s leadership.10

After a few minutes of pleasantries and introductions, Lee closed his office door, announcing “he had determined to attack the Federal right wing” and, as D. H. Hill recounted, “selected our four commands to execute the movement.” Other Southern divisions would hold Richmond’s defenses and occupy the enemy’s attention while the bulk of the rebel army swooped down on McClellan’s northern flank and inflicted serious damage, threatened his supply depots, turned him out of his entrenchments facing the Confederate capital, and thereby eliminated the pressure on the city. Once that was achieved, Lee hoped to inflict more injury on the vast Union host as it fled back down the Peninsula. It was a bold operational design, one all the generals present except Jackson had previously mulled over to some degree. This was the first time Stonewall had heard of it. His mind, suddenly awake, grappled with the possibilities inherent in the plan as he listened intently to Lee’s further explanation. The commanding general had sent a division toward the Valley to create the impression Jackson was being reinforced for a movement north that might threaten Washington, D.C., making sure the Richmond newspapers broadcast the fact, while instructing Stonewall to bring his army in secrecy to the city’s environs to bolster Confederate numbers and participate in the assault on McClellan. The Union army was vulnerable, Lee had learned from his cavalry chief, J.E.B. (Jeb) Stuart, split by the Chickahominy, with approximately one-third of it north of the river and the rest below it. Jackson’s triumphs in the Valley had arrested the march south of Federal reinforcements by way of Fredericksburg, and with its own ranks swelled by regiments and brigades recently arrived from the Deep South, the Army of Northern Virginia now had enough men to meet the Army of the Potomac in a fair fight. But timing was everything. Jackson had to bring his army, strung out along the Virginia Central railroad between forty and fifty miles westward, to Ashland, a town north of Richmond, and from there commence the strike on McClellan’s right flank at Mechanicsville, while the other Confederate divisions, close by and rested, pushed due east just a few miles against that point. Everything depended on Stonewall’s timely arrival and a precise ordering of divisional attacks. The assault had to begin quickly, within days, before word of Jackson’s presence reached the enemy and they acted upon it.11

Old Jack had understood he and his army were to assist in the battles to save Richmond—sidelining his proposal, which he had already proffered twice, to raid into Pennsylvania—but the prospective magnitude of the results of Lee’s plan, if successful, were apparent and exciting to him. As the Valley General had come to know over the past several months, Lee’s mind, like his own, was not limited to the tactical or even the operational objectives in his immediate line of sight. The army commander thought more broadly, strategically, in ways that signified a clear understanding of what had to be done to win the war and achieve the policy goal of Southern independence. Thus, after careful thought, he had supported Jackson’s earlier proposal to carry the Confederate banner into the North once the Shenandoah had been cleared of Federals and, as he told Davis, “change the character of the war.” But the Union juggernaut’s relentless, if languid movement up the Peninsula had forced Lee to prioritize, and seizing an opportunity to prevent the fall of the capital, he ordered Stonewall and his army to join him. As Lee finished describing his intent for the operation, Jackson faintly smiled even as he wondered how he would accomplish what was asked of him. It would be difficult, but his army had just overcome worse tests of endurance in the Valley. And he would not let the commanding general down. Behind the genteel manners and noble bearing of this gray-haired gentleman was a brain that contemplated nothing less than mauling the Army of the Potomac, snatching the strategic initiative in the Eastern Theater, and then . . . perhaps . . . moving onto the offensive.12

Such a course strongly suited Jackson’s preferences. From the first days of his moniker “Stonewall,” he yearned to take the war to the enemy’s territory out of an innate strategic sense that the Confederacy could not win a long war and therefore needed to move swiftly, deliver heavy psychological and logistical blows that would stagger the waking Northern colossus, and win an early peace. The ancient wars of the Israelites, as described in the Old Testament of the Bible, and the Maxims of Napoleon, books that traveled in his knapsack, offered guidance. Whatever ways and means, however destructive, that accomplished the bold strokes he envisioned and led to independence were completely acceptable. Directly after First Manassas, as the Confederate army recovered from the shock of victory and tried to overcome its own disorganization, he supposedly urged his superiors to “give me ten thousand men, and I will be in Washington tonight.” The veracity of that statement has been questioned, but not so others made over the next year. To General Gustavus W. Smith, who ranked third in command in the fall of 1861 when Jackson and his brigade lay in camp with the rest of the army near Centreville, Stonewall proposed to “invade their country now, and not wait for [the Federals] to make the necessary preparations to invade ours. If the President would reinforce this army by taking troops from other points not threatened, and let us make an active campaign of invasion before winter sets in, McClellan’s raw recruits could not stand against us in the field.” Smith, lying on his tent cot as Jackson spoke, was surprised by the specific details of the plan he then revealed. “Crossing the Upper Potomac, occupying Baltimore, and taking possession of Maryland,” he claimed, “we could cut off the communications of Washington, force the Federal Government to abandon the capital,” and, if the Army of the Potomac came out to meet the Confederates, it could be drawn into the open where it would be outmaneuvered and beaten. Thereafter, the rebels would “destroy industrial establishments wherever we found them, break up the lines of interior commercial intercourse, close the coal mines,” destroy “the commerce of Philadelphia, and of other large cities within our reach . . . subsist mainly on the country we traverse, and making unrelenting war amidst their homes, force the people of the North to understand what it will cost them to hold the South in the Union at the bayonet’s point.”13

These were frightfully harsh ideas suggesting Jackson understood the strategic realities underpinning the “paradoxical trinity” of Carl von Clausewitz, the great Prussian philosopher of war, who posited that all war efforts were comprised of three fundamental nodes of power: reason, associated with the government; passion or violence, expressed by the people; and chance or friction, best managed by the military. Stonewall never read Clausewitz’s book, On War, but he did travel in Europe, visited Waterloo, and thought deeply about history. His recommendation to Smith not only signified a comprehension that, as Clausewitz theorized, successful targeting of one or more nodes of the trinity could cripple an enemy’s war effort, but also implied, in its emphasis on attacking northern commercial assets, an inherent grasp of the essentiality of strong economic and logistical power for successful war-making, a major part of what comprises the means of war. In this manner of thought he was unique among the leaders of the Confederacy; not even Lee thought so incisively about the critical dependence of the Union war machine on its coal mines (necessary for railroads and steamships), for instance, and it foretold the “hard war” Union generals such as Ulysses S. Grant and William T. Sherman would later prosecute against the rebels to great effect. But at that early point in the conflict, such designs were nothing short of revolutionary, especially for a Confederate government publicly on record as pursuing a defensive approach to the war. Smith pondered Jackson’s words for a moment, studying him, and said nothing. Unable to contain himself, Stonewall asked if the general did not favor his views. “I will tell you a secret,” Smith blurted, and then told Jackson some of those very ideas had already been discussed and dismissed in a recent war council with the president, Joseph E. Johnston, General P.G.T. Beauregard, and himself. “I am sorry, very sorry,” Stonewall replied, and “went slowly out to his horse . . . mounted very deliberately, and rode sadly away.”14

Jackson did not give up on his strategically aggressive views, instead refining and adapting them to the new contextual realities he faced when transferred to command in the Shenandoah Valley in November 1861. His thoughts for its defense, confronting multiple threats from different directions, were not confined purely to the operational and tactical level as most previous scholars have accepted, but also ranged well into the realm of strategy. He pursued to the utmost any local opportunity that presented a chance to go on the offensive into the North and accomplish even a portion of what he described to Smith, and, in keeping with his strict sense of military decorum, communicated this intent to Lee, who now oversaw his movements. Twice he sent Alexander R. Boteler, who was at once a member of his staff and a representative for the Winchester district in the Confederate House of Representatives, to the capital to confer with Davis and Lee about his proposals. On May 30, just days after his victory over Banks at Winchester, Jackson asked Boteler to go to Richmond and reason with the national command authority. “I must have reinforcements,” he said. “You can explain to them down there what the situation is here,” and “you may tell them, too, that if my command can be gotten up to 40,000 men a movement may be made beyond the Potomac, which will soon raise the siege of Richmond and transfer this campaign from the banks of the James to those of the Susquehanna.” Just two days earlier Stonewall had received a telegram from Lee congratulating him on “your brilliant success,” adding, “if you can make demonstrations on Maryland and Washington it will add to its great success.” Doubtless, this sign of support from Lee encouraged Jackson, and Boteler must have succeeded in speaking to Lee, Davis, and probably also Secretary of War George W. Randolph, because in short order Jackson received a dispatch from Davis on June 4. It indicated that Boteler had failed to convince him of the need to send more men, but that the government placed its full confidence in Stonewall: “I return to you my congratulations for the brilliant campaign you have conducted . . . in the valley. . . . It is upon your skill and daring that reliance is to be placed.” Unbeknownst to Jackson, the next day Lee wrote to Davis—perhaps influenced by Boteler and the messages he carried from Jackson—asking him to reconsider reinforcing Jackson, as it would truly “change the character of the war” by allowing him to “cross Maryland into Pennsylvania,” which would recall “the enemy from our Southern coast & liberate those states” and, he insinuated, possibly alleviate the growing menace of McClellan, “who will make this a battle of posts.” The new commanding general also contacted Randolph to discuss the reinforcements for Stonewall “you propose,” implying the Secretary agreed with Lee. Together, they obliged Davis to agree to send a full division, approximately 7,500 men, to the Valley.15

Within days Lee and Davis received confirmation that Jackson was a leader worthy of their full support as news trickled in of his double victories at Cross Keys and Port Republic. On June 8 Lee lauded the Valley General, with whom he was now becoming well acquainted, “for your accustomed skill and boldness,” but by then Lee had begun to appraise the deteriorating situation near Richmond and felt he must order Jackson to the East, a likelihood he first mentioned to him in the same letter. In a last-ditch attempt to stay that order, Jackson sent Boteler to Richmond again on June 13, the congressman meeting with Randolph, then Davis, and finally Lee. Old Jack told his friend to reiterate to them that with 40,000 men, “I will be in Harrisburg in two weeks: and this is the way to relieve Richmond.” Davis liked the proposal very much, interestingly claiming “he always was in favor of an aggressive policy,” but asked Boteler to check with Lee. The commanding general, reluctant to quash Jackson’s valuable idea but concerned for the safety of the capital, told him, “No, Jackson must come here first & help me to drive these people away.” Boteler pleaded with him to reconsider, handing him a letter from Jackson, claiming “that Jackson has been doing so well with an independent command that it seems a pity not to let him have his own way.” Lee listened attentively, nodded, and then chuckled. “I see that you appreciate General Jackson as highly as I myself do, and it is because of my appreciation of him that I wish to have him here.” The matter was closed, and a dejected Boteler returned to his chief. Expecting such a result, Stonewall replied positively to Lee’s letter of the 8th, writing “You can halt the reenforcements [sic] coming here if you so desire,” and immediately began plans to move his army eastward. On the 16th, Lee penned him again, asking him to keep the movement secret and emphasizing, “I should like to have the advantage of your views, and be able to confer with you. Will meet you at some point on your approach to the Chickahominy.” The commanding general had begun to seek Jackson’s advice.16

Beyond military strategy, Jackson also exhibited interest in Confederate military policy, especially as it affected his district and the overall prospects of the Southern war effort. Corresponding directly or through Boteler with chairman of the House Military Affairs Committee, William Porcher Miles, Stonewall urged Congressional action on topics as diverse as initiating a draft and eliminating poor officers from the armies. These were national-level reforms he sought, and he did not hold back his estimation of what was necessary to accomplish them. Some of his politicking bore fruit. On December 28, 1861, Jackson penned Miles from his camp in Centreville, recommending adoption of “a combination of the Prussian and French systems . . . a levy en masse of all within certain ages.” Most of the conscripts raised would go into the army immediately, but “from that levy a selection of one third (illegible) should stay at Home, liable to selection [by draft] again, to fill up the ranks in the field as they are thinned by death or discharges, or disabling sicknesses or causes of any such so that the force in the field should always be kept up to the MAXIMUM STANDARD [original emphasis].” Continuing, he claimed he had drawn up “such a system as I have sketched above” for the state of Virginia, which he would send “in a day or two, to Colonel Kemper, Speaker of the House of Delegates.” The plan “has the favor of Genls Johnston and Beauregard and of all volunteer officers and privates who have seen it. . . . I shall ask Kemper also to show you the Bill, and I trust you will have time to read and ponder it—with such a system what an army it will furnish!” This letter, never before published, must have had at least some influence on Miles, as his committee debated, revised, and met with its Senate counterpart on a bill of eerily similar ilk throughout the late winter of 1862 and into the early spring. The result was the April 16 passage of the Conscription Act, the first national draft in American history.

How much Jackson’s voice mattered in this process is unknowable from the historical evidence, but another episode is more concrete. On March 3 Jackson wrote to Boteler, recommending Congress “pass a law that if any officer is reported for being ignorant of his duties, or for inefficiency, it shall be the duty of the commanding officer of the Department to order a Board of Officers to examine the officer,” and if he is found guilty, cause him to “be dismissed the service.” On March 5, Chairman Miles, probably after lobbying from his colleague Boteler, uncannily introduced a bill to the House “to purge the military service of ignorant and inefficient officers” that was immediately referred to his committee, and like the conscription bill before it, was debated and amended for several months. Jackson wrote Miles directly on March 15 to reinforce his case: “Inefficiency should be driven from our army. . . . Inefficient generals should be removed [more] than those of any other grade in as much as their commands are larger.” Possibly prompted by the assignment to his command of some brigadiers he deemed problematic, Stonewall added, “Whilst I highly prize military education, yet something more is required to make a general.” On the 24th, Miles read a letter to his committee from Lee, “favoring the passage of the bill,” but it was “laid over until tomorrow.” Events overtook the committee’s deliberations and, unfortunately for Jackson, the bill died.17

How much of this recent personal experience coursed through Old Jack’s brain as he stood quietly listening to Lee’s campaign plan is open to conjecture. It is plausible he compared Lee’s aggressive approach to his own, musing about the potential climactic results on the Peninsula if all went according to the commanding general’s design. Perhaps he thought the war could be won here if God so willed it, that the combination of his smaller army with Lee’s larger one was a divine appointment. Probably he felt certain, by the time Lee finished, that if anyone could lead the Confederates to independence, it was this man. Suddenly, the commanding general stopped and stood silent. Then he curiously “excused himself to attend to office business,” exited the room, closed the door behind him, and left his subalterns to hammer out the details of the operation he just laid out in bold strokes. Although a bit odd, he may have done this because Longstreet and D. H. Hill had already discussed with him its major parameters, and he felt they could explain the particulars to the younger Hill and Jackson. The action was also in keeping with what would become a hallmark of Lee’s generalship: setting forth the objectives of the greater mission and then allowing his lieutenants to execute the plan, figuring out the specific “how” to his “what.” In this circumstance, however, it may have been unwise, because his subordinates (excepting Jackson) were still new to their level of responsibility, unacclimated to Lee’s command style in the field, and unused to working out intricate maneuvers with one another.

For Stonewall, exhaustion was also beating on the door of his consciousness, exacerbating these issues and making his unfamiliarity with the local roads, streams, bridges, and crossroads a potential stumbling block. In the Valley he had capable staff officers like topographer Jedediah Hotchkiss and ordnance officer Alexander “Sandie” Pendleton, who, like him, understood the lay of the land and its peculiarities, but here in the Tidewater, with its strange, meandering roads, thick pine forests, and murky swamps, he was like a hunter lost in dense fog. When Longstreet asked him when he thought he would be in position to begin his march to the Federal right flank, “as your move is the key of the campaign,” Jackson “promptly responded, ‘The morning of the 25th’.” Old Pete, noticeably unconvinced, wondered aloud if that might not be too ambitious, and Old Jack thought for a moment and reconsidered, suggesting the morning of June 26. The generals discussed a few other points, and then Lee came back in the office, listened to a summary of their proposed tactical maneuvers, and reiterated that the extra day was necessary for Jackson to be ready. Approving the final details of the operation and adjourning the meeting, Lee gave final “verbal instructions,” which were “followed by written orders, embodying in minute detail the plan already given in general.” The commanding general shook hands with his subordinates, saw them out the door of the Dabbs House, and went back to his paperwork. Marshall and Taylor, who had kept themselves busy with the other staff in an adjoining room while the generals conferred, exchanged knowing looks with each other and realized they, too, would soon be hard at work, writing out the orders.18

Jackson walked back outside, awoke his resting companions on the lawn, and rode all through the rainy night of the 23rd back to his command, the lead elements of which he met at Beaver Dam Station about 10:00 A.M. on the 24th. It was a miserable journey, made worse by Stonewall’s growing anxiety at the state of the roads, which were quickly turning into quagmires. When he finally pulled up the reins to his horse and dismounted at the station depot, even more weary than before, a disappointing scene greeted him. Only the advance guard of his army was assembled there, far less than he had expected had a normal pace of march been followed in his absence. Some quick questions with available officers revealed the unhappy truth: the rest of his command remained spread out along the railroad for fifteen miles, and his chief of staff, Major Robert Lewis Dabney, a Presbyterian minister and professor at Union Theological Seminary, lay sick in bed. Based on his previous good record managing the staff and performing administrative duties in the Valley Campaign, Jackson thought Dabney could easily oversee the continued progress of his columns, but that trust had clearly been misplaced. The task of managing the minute logistics, railroad timetables (the artillery, baggage, and some infantry traveled by train), and routes of march of a large army overwhelmed him, and the correspondingly heavier burden that fell on the rest of Stonewall’s aides, especially quartermaster John A. Harman, had all but consumed them. When combined with the foul weather and the tired state of the Valley Army after weeks of unremitting fighting and marching, it became clear why his men were not where they should be. One of them wrote they kept tramping “until completely exhausted,” the “suffering of this night excel[ing] anything I have ever experienced . . . completely drenched.” Jackson could have jumped into action at that point, as he had so many times in the previous months, and ridden up and down his sluggish columns, shouting, “Press on, men, press on!,” yet for reasons not entirely clear from the historical record, but probably because of his own fatigue, he accepted the reality that confronted him. Giving orders to his available staff to quicken the pace and hurry the advance, Old Jack found a nearby house, removed his wet uniform, read a novel for a bit, and fell fast asleep.19

This was not like Stonewall Jackson, but even a man with boundless vigor, a steadfast faith in God’s providence, and “iron fortitude,” as Dabney described him, was still a man, a physical being requiring more than prayer to sustain him. The general seemed to realize that limitation when he retired for those critical hours, but doubtless also recognized he was falling behind Lee’s prescribed timetable. The next day, having regained some of his physical strength, Jackson redoubled his efforts, and moved his army to within five miles of his goal, Ashland. It was another energy-draining slog for his infantry, twenty miles in oppressive heat and humidity they were not used to, over ramshackle bridges damaged by swollen creeks, and on roads that seemed to be allies of the Yankees, pulling shoes off the men’s feet in the thick mud. His soldiers had almost accomplished the impossible, again. But this time, unlike earlier in the Valley, “almost” would not be good enough. Jackson dispatched a brief note to Lee explaining he had fallen short, promising to have his soldiers marching by “early dawn” to make up the difference. To Stonewall’s rising consternation, however, it did not happen, most of the brigades not on the road until 8:00 A.M. on the 26th. He had spent much of the night planning the next day’s march and beseeching the Lord for mercy and guidance, but it became quickly evident that compiled fatigue, unfamiliarity with the local area, the heat, and delays caused by harassing Federal cavalry would ensure his army failed to be where and when Lee expected it to be. Although Old Jack now had good guides to help him navigate the roads, a deserter had informed McClellan that Jackson was nearing the Peninsula, and the Union general took appropriate action, canceling a planned attack on Lee but also ordering his horsemen to fell trees and burn bridges along Stonewall’s likely route of advance. Jackson still possessed no reliable maps upon which he could depend—an oversight of the Confederate War Department and possibly of Lee—and had received a communication from the commanding general suggesting various routes of march that only exacerbated his cartographic confusion. Feeling compelled to move cautiously, he was running six hours late, and Old Jack was distraught. The entire battle plan for the day, indeed for the campaign, so meticulously detailed in the written orders sent by the commanding general two nights earlier, was now in jeopardy, and it was his fault.20

Jackson had experienced eight hours of sleep in the last three and a half days, and much of the exhaustion he was now enduring, and which had already manifested itself for his troops, was unavoidable based on previous exertions. The entire Valley Campaign had drained his last reserves, and the rides to and from Lee’s headquarters had been inescapable. Yet he was part of the problem too. He could have easily allowed himself at least several hours of rest on the night of the 25th, but instead “under the stress of his great anxiety and heavy responsibilities . . . devoted the whole of it to the most energetic preparations and to prayer,” his widow recounted. As one major chronicler of the ensuing Seven Days Campaign pithily concluded, “the single most important commodity that might have been applied to the Confederate cause in Virginia was a good night’s sleep for Stonewall Jackson,” but he deprived himself and his country of that opportunity.

Careful planning and thinking about contingencies and risks of upcoming operations is a sign of a good commander, and Jackson had previously demonstrated the fruits of such work. But his devotion to prayer, from which he drew abiding peace and strength, in this case worsened the situation by robbing him of much-needed rest. How long he spent specifically in prayer as opposed to planning that night is unknown, but one of his division commanders, Major General Richard S. Ewell, recalled returning to Jackson’s tent to retrieve his sword, left behind after a meeting, and found his chief on his knees, deep in fervent supplication to God. Earlier impressed by Jackson’s piety in the Valley, Ewell reportedly said, “If this is religion, I must have it,” and so Stonewall succeeded in an unintentional, quiet witness that would eventually transform the profane, complaining Ewell into a new man. But Christian witness and evangelism, as highly as Jackson prized them, were not his priorities that night; his focus was on preparing himself and his command for the next day’s demanding duties. In his heart, Old Jack certainly believed the large amount of time spent in prayer was a necessary part of his preparation (a fact substantiated throughout his Civil War career), and so the question boils down to the relative valuation of physical versus mental and spiritual strength for the individual military commander. Then as today, a balance must be struck. Clausewitz wrote, “Amongst the many things in war for which no tariff can be fixed, bodily effort may be specially reckoned.” Only through “a great directing spirit,” the Prussian continues, “can [we] expect the forces will be stretched to the utmost.” But that willpower, which is supremely important for victorious leaders—and was a hallmark of Stonewall’s success—comes at a price. It is derived partly from “the physical exertion of generals and of the chief commander.” And therein lay the rub for Clausewitz: that “bodily effort” is, “like danger,” one of the “fundamental causes of friction” in war. An exhausted leader can accomplish only a fraction of what he might otherwise achieve, and worse, might accidentally create difficulties in a greater plan he is supporting, spawning unintended consequences. Jackson made his decision to weigh spiritual empowerment over physical recovery, in true conformity with his steadfast faith, but in so doing produced even more friction than already existed from his tired state. The outcome of the Seven Days was probably affected as a result.21

It was also affected by misuse or mistakes in staff work, weak communications among the Confederate command team, poor utilization of real-time, tactical intelligence, and the proximity and actions of the Union army. Jackson did arrive over six hours late to the Polegreen Church area, located above Beaver Dam Creek and the Federal position at Mechanicsville, but where he halted his command and where Lee thought he would stop were not the same, a mistake of about three miles based on an inaccurate map the commanding general used to design his battle plan. That discrepancy meant—Jackson’s tardiness aside—that the Union wing commander, Major General Fitz John Porter, whose flank Stonewall was supposed to turn and who, Lee then predicted, would be obliged to retreat from his impressive earthworks behind the creek as a result, never felt threatened. About mid-morning Jackson made contact by courier with the commander of a brigade linking the Valley Army with Longstreet’s and A. P. Hill’s divisions, which according to the plan were to sweep forward once Porter was in retreat, but the message apparently never reached Lee or the other generals. Nor did Lee send out even one horseman in search of Stonewall, or attempt to find him himself, despite the fact several of his aides noted Lee was anxious for word from Jackson. Further, both the original orders Jackson received and the subsequent communiqué suggesting various march routes said nothing specifically about attacking the Federals, so when Old Jack reached his destination he stopped and waited for the rear end of his winding, five-mile column to close up. His soldiers were tired, worn-out from the previous weeks’ labors but also by the removal of fallen trees and other obstacles thrown in their path by the Union cavalry. Their nerves, and those of their commander, were almost shot. According to Dabney, who tended to deify his former chief, Stonewall “appeared to me anxious and perplexed,” a plausible observation based on the general’s fatigue and the fact he had heard the sounds of battle to the southeast but received no orders. Vast forests separated him from the noise, and Lee’s written orders had been explicit, not intent-based, as they usually would be in later campaigns. Jackson read them over and over again to doublecheck—yes, this was the spot.

[image: Images]

Jeb Stuart, whose cavalry guarded his left flank, sent a series of reassuring messages from that direction, but they told Jackson nothing about what lay to his front and right. One author has also suggested that the Valley General may have not yet discerned how best to use Stuart, whom he had known and admired back at Harpers Ferry in 1861, to assist in making tactical decisions. He would soon remedy that problem if it existed, and, as with Lee, begin an unlikely friendship with the cavalryman that enhanced their professional relationship. The jovial, flamboyant Stuart, who loved to play the cavalier with his flowing cape, plumed hat, and jingling spurs, and the reticent, reserved Jackson in his simple, threadbare uniform were an odd couple, but gave proof to the adage that opposites attracted. Stuart’s steadfast Christian faith, professionalism, and unshakeable sense of duty and loyalty to the Confederacy and to Lee were admirable to Stonewall. His “fondness for General J.E.B. Stuart was very great,” recounted one of Jackson’s staff officers, and Stuart came to see him as his closest friend in the army.22

Five and a half years later, during a postwar interview, Lee recalled, “he was disappointed in not finding J[ackson]” on June 26. “Uneasy for fear the enemy seeing his movement and the stripping of his Richmond lines, would push forward and reach the city,” he continued, “he attacked at . . . Mechanicsville with what troops he had, and in spite of the formidable works, in order to occupy the enemy and prevent any counter movement.” The enemy was very well-entrenched and the commanding general realized losses may be high, “but he was obliged to do something.” [original emphasis] In reality, his hand was forced by A. P. Hill, who had been chomping at the bit all day and, true to his temperament, commenced a frontal assault against the Union defenders behind Beaver Dam Creek on his own volition late in the afternoon. Longstreet and D. H. Hill, assuming Little Powell had made contact with Jackson per Lee’s original plan, albeit late, came to his support. Lee and his staff finally “rode forward from his headquarters” around 5:00 P.M., and accompanied by a curious President Davis, Secretary Randolph, and a small multitude of civilians, watched the last futile Confederate assaults charge the Federal position. Despite his misgivings, Lee allowed them to go forward. The rebel infantry, with their artillery support knocked out by the enemy, had to cross about four hundred yards of open meadows, followed by an abatis of felled trees and limbs and the creek itself, and then face the fortified slope of the enemy, bristling with cannon and musket barrels. Filled with a reckless heroism only green soldiers eager to conquer possess, the ranks of outnumbered Southerners were no match for the sheets of iron and lead flung at them, and melted away. By the end of that oppressively hot day Porter’s men in blue had scored a lopsided victory over the rebels, whose dead carpeted the creek bottom “like flies in a bowl of sugar.” A soldier in the 16th North Carolina wrote of the scene after the sun went down: “our surroundings were a solitary desert of horror. . . . Nothing could be heard in the black darkness of that night save the ghastly moans of the wounded and dying.”23

Allowing his men to encamp at Hundley’s Corner, where he had stopped that day, Jackson finally got a fitful night’s rest, assured that Stuart’s cavalry videttes protected his command from surprise by the Unionists. That was the last thing George McClellan had in mind, however, when he ordered Porter to abandon his position at Beaver Dam Creek and march southeast toward the Chickahominy, where he was to guard the crossings north of the river to allow the bulk of the Union army to shift south and west to a new supply base. Lee’s operational plan was starting to work, the debacle of the previous day notwithstanding, and along with McClellan’s vast overestimation of his opponent’s numbers, Jackson’s presence had been instrumental in convincing the Federals to withdraw. Now the question facing Lee was how best to strike Porter before he scurried out of reach, and thereafter, how to successfully engage the rest of the Army of the Potomac. Stonewall and his staff rose early on the 27th and, partially refreshed, ate a quick breakfast and had the men begin the march anew. Exhibiting some of the later insight that would characterize his professional relationship with Lee, on this morning Jackson heard cannon fire to the south, and, remembering his primary mission to outflank the enemy from Lee’s orders, accordingly started Ewell’s division down the road, the rest of the Valley Army swinging in behind it. At about 9:30 Jackson, riding at the front of his troops near the Walnut Grove Church intersection, encountered A. P. Hill, exchanged a few words and salutes, and started to feel he was no longer isolated and out of touch with the main army. Before Hill departed, a large contingent of horsemen approached from the north, in the direction of Mechanicsville. It was Lee, attempting to remedy the mistake of yesterday by personally riding to meet with his subordinate. Jackson watched him arrive, a superb horseman who rode his mount with ease and grace, his resplendent gray uniform a marked contrast with Stonewall’s own dingy one. It was the first time in the war the two generals had met in the field.24

Lee and Jackson greeted each other, dismounted, and led their horses into the churchyard, where Lee found an old cedar stump and sat down. Stonewall remained standing, took off his cap, and listened as the commanding general outlined his plan for the day. Porter, he believed, would have to make a stand at Powhite Creek, about a mile to the southeast, and Jackson, given command of D. H. Hill’s division and Stuart’s cavalry, was to outflank that position by continuing his march generally southeastward, toward Cold Harbor. Once in position to the Federals’ right and rear, Stonewall’s position should once again oblige the enemy to retreat, and when that occurred, Lee would unleash Longstreet and A. P. Hill from the north, driving the discomfited Porter directly into the waiting jaws of Jackson. Possibly a third of the Union army could be destroyed. It was another bold, audacious plan, and Old Jack’s eyes flashed at the audacity of it. Inflicting that much damage on the enemy would not only lock in victory in the campaign, but perhaps set up the conditions to wipe out much of the rest of McClellan’s army. That could win Confederate independence. Observers watched him nod in agreement after Lee completed his instructions, the conference ended, and the two generals rode off in different directions.25

Unfortunately for the Confederates, Lee again made a mistake; his assumption that Porter had formed his defensive line behind Powhite Creek was incorrect. Instead, because McClellan had decided to abandon his supply depot on the York River and established a new one on the James, Porter need not cover the rest of the shifting Union army so far to the west and north. He selected another naturally strong defensive position just a few miles distant, anchored behind a swampy stream called Boatswain’s Swamp near a mill operated by the Gaines family. Once again he enhanced the advantages of the local terrain with good fieldworks, and again Jackson was slow in reaching the field, this time due to a wrong turn at a crossroads. His local guide, a member of Stuart’s cavalry, led the general’s force exactly where he asked it to go; the problem was that there were two villages named Cold Harbor, one “New” and one “Old,” and Old Jack, unfamiliar with the area and unsure which one Lee meant, chose the wrong one. Exhibiting good military instinct as he had that morning, when the error was discovered Jackson countermarched to the sound of the growing battle, but oversights and blunders on the part of Dabney and possibly Quartermaster Harman caused confusion in his tactical deployment and delayed entrance of his brigades into what became the Battle of Gaines’s Mill. Lee had been “waiting anxiously” for his lieutenant to arrive, and in the postwar interview claimed that by late afternoon “Jackson was still not up” and “now the two Hills &c. all being over the river he was forced to push forward and attack at Gaine’s Mill [sic] with all his energy.” If he had not, Lee feared the bulk of the Union army south of the Chickahominy would strike directly at Richmond. For his part, Jackson was “evidently disturbed” for most of the afternoon, “his usual quiet and cool manner now evinc[ing] restlessness and anxiety.”

As Jackson’s men came into line as they arrived, the two generals met one more time, along the Telegraph Road, amidst the cheering of nearby soldiers. “Ah, General, I am glad to see you!” Lee purportedly said. “I had hoped to be with you before!” Stonewall said something unintelligible in reply to the cloaked rebuke, and then sat on his horse tight-lipped, his bleached kepi cap pulled down low as usual, listening to Lee’s new orders. By the time he had finished, Old Jack appeared to be a new man, the fire in his eyes and physical energy reignited. He barked terse, clipped commands to his staff, consulted briefly with Stuart, and ordered his brigades forward. It was a close-run event, but by the end of the day Lee managed to assault Porter’s overstrained line with over 50,000 soldiers in the largest combined infantry attack his army would ever launch. Porter’s defensive lines, though formidable, cracked under the unrelenting pressure and only nightfall saved him from disaster. A. P. Hill’s and Longstreet’s divisions had taken heavy casualties earlier in the day, however, and those generals began to resent Stonewall’s tardiness for the second day in a row, even though the battle resulted in the first great victory for the Army of Northern Virginia.26

During the night the battered Porter escaped across the Chickahominy and the Seven Days continued. Savage’s Station, White Oak Swamp and Glendale, and bloody Malvern Hill followed in succession, and the exhaustion that Jackson had temporarily staved off at Gaines’s Mill returned with a vengeance. At White Oak Swamp on June 30 he appeared comatose when awake and then fell fast asleep for an hour as his artillery banged away at Union guns on the opposite bluffs, impossible to rouse. And contrary to his creative thinking and indomitable will in the Valley, he seemed cognitively challenged to find an alternative crossing route besides the destroyed bridge the enemy had left for him, even though subordinate officers offered various possibilities. According to a letter sent home the next week to his wife, Mary Anna, he may have been ill, “suffer[ing] from fever and debility.” Debate has swirled about whether he truly understood Lee’s intent for the battle at Glendale, which his command was to have joined that day, and if he could have actually found another way to get his men through the swamp and into the Union rear. Most of Major General William B. Franklin’s Union Corps was posted advantageously all along the western side of the swamp, placed there purposefully to arrest Stonewall’s movement. It is possible Old Jack could have broken through had he been “his very self,” but the cost probably would have been high, and whether it would have been in time to initiate the chain of events resulting in McClellan’s destruction, as Lee envisioned, is questionable. Yet Longstreet and his staff never quite forgave Jackson’s perceived languor that day, as their command again paid in blood for the lack of coordination with the Valley Army and other divisions. E. Porter Alexander, an artillery officer whose account of the entire war remains one of the most reliable and insightful narratives of the conflict in the East, wrote later, “When one thinks of the great chances in General Lee’s grasp that one summer afternoon, it is enough to make one cry to go over the story how they were all lost. And to think too that our Stonewall Jackson [original emphasis] lost them.”27

But if that is true, Major Generals Benjamin Huger, John Magruder, and Theophilus Holmes were equally to blame for their enfeebled, nonexistent, or poorly executed attacks, which, Lee civilly noted in his official report, left “Longstreet and Hill . . . without the expected support.” Jackson himself told his staff, who questioned his judgment at the Swamp a couple of weeks later, “If General Lee had wanted me, he could have sent for me.” Lee never asked for him and chose not to ride over to Jackson’s position to consult even though it was but a short distance away. Two prominent Jackson biographers also note that Lee may have given Old Jack mixed messages regarding his intent for that day, and that Stonewall followed his earlier written orders to the letter, interpreting a later meeting in person with Lee as not altering them. At Glendale Lee also contributed to the missed opportunity through continued unfamiliarity with most of his staff officers, their capabilities, and their proper use in the field. Douglas Southall Freeman, Lee’s foremost biographer, appraised this problem (that afflicted the commanding general throughout the campaign) by claiming Lee “was scarcely more adept in handling a staff at this time than the officers were in serving him.” As time wore on, the staff issue would largely dissipate, but when coupled with Jackson’s lethargy and the absence of Stuart and his cavalry, which were inexplicably left on the east bank of the Chickahominy as the Confederate infantry divisions pressed west and south, the situation evolved into one, giant missed opportunity for the rebels. Indeed, it appears inconceivable that Stuart would not have helped keep Lee in touch with his disparate divisions, correct errors in the maps, and inform him better of the enemy’s whereabouts.28

Whatever the causes of the failure to demolish McClellan, Glendale represented one of the first nexus moments of the war, where the tactical, operational, and strategic levels converged to provide a unique chance to permanently alter the course of the conflict. Also referred to as contingency or inflection points, such occasions are rare in any war and were especially scarce in the American Civil War, when armies were exceedingly hard to destroy in the field. At Glendale, and indeed throughout the Seven Days, Lee the field commander demonstrated the sophisticated tactical- and operational-level thinking necessary to maximize the likelihood such contingencies would occur in favor of the Confederacy and produce a strategic-level event: a victory strategic not only in its immediate effect on Federal military power, but also in the concomitant political damage done to the Lincoln administration by crushing northern home front morale. It would not be the last time he did this, and indeed the problems that combined, á la classic Clausewitzian friction, to deny him the strategic success he sought on the Peninsula were in many ways related to the newness of his command team (staffs included), a matter that could only resolve over time. Stonewall would increasingly play the leading role in that evolution, Lee relying on him to produce the nexus points required to achieve a potential strategic triumph. And both men had already exhibited strategic-level thinking about how to fight the war in the East—the character of campaigns needed, for example—in order to achieve the policy aim of independence, although they differed somewhat in the precise ways and means required. On the evening following the battle of Glendale, however, that future was in doubt. Jackson fell asleep at dinner, a biscuit still clenched in his teeth, symbolic of one of the key reasons the rebel victory in the Seven Days was not more complete.29

The day after the bloody repulse at Malvern Hill on July 1, where wave after disjointed wave of Confederate brigades assaulted yet another well-prepared Union defensive position, Lee and Jackson and some of their staffs met at the Poindexter House, on the margin of the battlefield. It was a good sign for the professional relationship of the two generals that, the bungles and errors of the past week notwithstanding, Lee still viewed Stonewall as a key subordinate and sought his advice, the commanding general perhaps realizing that he, too, was to blame for some of the disappointments. It was a dismally rainy day, reflecting Jackson’s mood, disconsolate and apprehensive in the belief that precious time was ticking away as the enemy retreated. Dabney and Dr. Hunter McGuire, Stonewall’s medical director—whose postwar observations, like Dabney’s, were laced with pro-Jackson and Lost Cause motifs—both observed the conference, held in two rooms with “good fires” to shield the attendees from the damp. McGuire noticed the fretfulness in Jackson’s body language. “He knew that McClellan was defeated, that he had left us with his dead and wounded, many cannon, and thousands of stands of small arms and every possible thing that a defeated army could leave in the grasp of its adversary.” McGuire also claimed Stonewall urged upon Lee a rapid pursuit of the retreating enemy who could still be damaged before he reached the James and the safety of the Union navy’s big guns. There were five good miles of opportunity, as the staff officers’ joint recollections opined, but what they either did not know at the time or glossed over later was how disorganized the Confederate army had become after seven days of relentless marching and fighting and the resilient strength of McClellan’s army. The roads had again turned to mud, Stuart was nowhere close to provide intelligence on the enemy’s dispositions, and any pursuit, if Jackson indeed suggested it, would have been fraught with peril and the probability of failure. The Yankees had too much of a head start in their withdrawal.

Lee and Old Jack were examining maps on a table when Longstreet arrived to join the meeting, and stomping his feet to remove the wet and mud, immediately asked, “Gen., sending anyone to Richmond today?” Lee answered, “Yes, an orderly will set out soon; can we do anything for you?” Longstreet asked if his wife, then in Lynchburg, might be officially contacted to tell her “I am alive yet.” Lee thought it would be better if the general wired her personally. Using the same skill that had aided him many times with the president, he replied, “Oh, Gen. Longstreet, will you not write yourself? Is it not due to your good lady after these tremendous events?” Old Pete, apparently convinced, “flopped down on a chair and scribbled a short note,” rose back to his feet, and the meeting continued. What the three generals discussed thereafter is unknown, but after a short while the door to the dwelling opened again. To everyone’s shock, President Davis and his nephew doffed their capes and hats and walked into the room. It was a surprise visit. Already on edge from his fatigue and anxious about losing time, desperate to convince Lee of his conviction, the president was probably the last person Old Jack wanted to see. Stonewall had forgiven him for initially backing up former Secretary of War Judah P. Benjamin’s indictment of his Romney Campaign, his first independent operation conducted in the winter of 1861–1862, which succeeded in clearing the Federals out of three counties of northwest Virginia but also resulted in complaints sent by subordinates to Richmond. In protest, Jackson had temporarily resigned but was talked out of it by Joseph E. Johnston and Governor John Letcher. Shortly thereafter, Davis asked Benjamin to become Secretary of State and purposefully tried to win back Jackson’s esteem by listening to Boteler on his visits, staying out of Valley affairs (which he left Lee to oversee), and then dispatching congratulations for his victories in the Valley. But damage had been done to the relationship.30

Jackson did not immediately recognize the president. McGuire purportedly whispered in his ear, and then he “stood bolt upright like a corporal on guard looking at Mr. Davis.” Lee “greeted him very warmly,” exclaiming, “Why, President, I am delighted to see you.” Shaking hands, Davis turned to Longstreet, greeting him just as amiably. Then he glanced at Jackson, not knowing who he was. “Why, President, don’t you know Stonewall Jackson? This is our Stonewall Jackson,” Lee said. Davis started to walk toward him, hand extended, “but the appearance of Jackson stopped him, and when he got about a yard Mr. Davis halted and Jackson immediately brought his hand up to the side of his head in military salute.” The president, realizing customary social graces were hopeless, bowed elegantly and turned back to Lee. Jackson relaxed, found a chair, and sat down. He remained a participant in the meeting, but became “silent, reserved, diffident, never volunteering any counsel or suggestion; but answering when questioned, in a brief, deferential way.” The commanding general dominated the discussion, with Davis offering suggestions that, “in a polite way, Gen. Lee would receive . . . and reject.” Dabney observed the entire meeting from his perch near the fire, later insisting “that Lee’s intellect had already obtained a clear intellectual ascendancy over Davis.” He and McGuire also studied their chief intently, claiming that what they saw indicated the military thinker in Jackson was in sheer agony. His “mind was uttering a mournful protest against their conclusions. He sat in his modest corner, withdrawn into himself,” Dabney recalled, his face expressing “first surprise, then dissent, mortification, sorrow, anguish. As a true soldier he was too subordinate to say a word to his superiors” out of turn, but his mental torture was apparent. Whether or not the Valley army’s chief of staff accurately remembered Jackson’s facial expressions is questionable, and it seems unlikely Stonewall sat passively throughout the rest of the council. Dabney may also have wished to portray his former boss as possessing superior military acumen. But it makes sense that Jackson did not know Lee well enough yet to intrude his opinion, and he felt uncomfortable around Davis and Longstreet. He was the most experienced battlefield leader in the room, instinctively understanding that McClellan “was retreating, not maneuvering,” and that the Union troops, despite holding their line at Malvern Hill, were crestfallen and demoralized. Often oblivious to human limitations and logistical realities, he would have dismissed reports from scouts that the mud was too thick for an effective pursuit, or that the enemy was too strong, knowing full well what his own soldiers had accomplished in the Valley (albeit at great cost). But his intelligence of the tactical situation was inferior to Lee’s and the Peninsula was not the Valley. His former staff officers nonetheless claimed, “Jackson’s mind reasoned if these invaders can trudge through mud and mire, to save their bacon, surely patriot heroes could do it to save their country and to reap the fruits of a great victory bought for us with so much precious blood.” Dabney’s and McGuire’s partiality aside, the question of pursuit definitely arose in the meeting, and Stonewall weighed in. Some sources reveal the president asked Jackson’s opinion of how to deal with the retiring enemy. Perhaps harkening back to how he handled Banks after Winchester, the general answered, “They have not all got away if we go immediately after them.”31

Several days later, after the Army of Northern Virginia cautiously pursued the withdrawing Army of the Potomac and stopped to encamp, unable to assault McClellan in his final, well-fortified position, Jackson called Alexander Boteler, his itinerant aide and congressman, into his tent. “In a tone of considerable excitement,” Stonewall declared, “Do you know that we are losing valuable time here?” Boteler shook his head. “How so?” We are repeating the error made after Manassas, Stonewall exclaimed, “allowing the enemy leisure to recover from his defeat and ourselves to suffer by inaction.” Continuing his argument, Jackson asserted, “Yes, we are wasting precious time and energies in this malarious region that can be much better employed elsewhere.” McClellan was beaten, would not make any more moves to threaten the capital, and could not go anywhere quickly. Now was the time to “carry the war across the Potomac,” make the North feel the hardships of war, and “finish the riddance of Va.” He wanted Boteler to ride to Richmond, talk to the president, and convince him, although “it was no desire to push himself forward.” “What is the use of my going to Mr. Davis, as he’ll probably refer me again to General Lee,” the congressman asked. “Why don’t you yourself speak to General Lee upon the subject?” Jackson thought for a moment, looked down at the ground, and answered, “I have already done so.” Boteler pumped him to find out what Lee had said. Stonewall paused, looking at his subordinate. “He says nothing,” gently adding, “Don’t think I complain of his silence; he doubtless has good reasons for it.” Boteler felt indignant for his general, blurting, “Then you don’t think that General Lee is slow in making up his mind?” Jackson responded immediately, a new energy infusing his voice. “Slow! By no means, colonel; on the contrary, his perception is as quick and unerring as his judgment is infallible. But with the vast responsibilities now resting on him, he is perfectly right in withholding a hasty expression of his opinions and purposes.” Old Jack paused, and then added, “So great is my confidence in General Lee that I am willing to follow him blindfolded. But I fear he is unable to give me a definite answer now because of influences at Richmond, where, perhaps, the matter has been mentioned by him and may be under consideration.” If Boteler went to see the president now, Jackson thought, they might strike while the political iron was hot and finally take the war to the enemy. The next day the congressman-turned-colonel did go to see the president, and the conversation they had is lost to time, but within a week Jackson received orders to move his troops off the Peninsula and head north. The rest of the Army of Northern Virginia would soon follow them.32

By the end of the Seven Days string of battles, Lee had pushed the Federals halfway back down the Virginia Peninsula to Harrison’s Landing, where the defeated Army of the Potomac sheltered under the heavy guns of Union warships in the James River. True, there were many lost opportunities along the way, but it was still a momentous strategic success for the new army commander, the Confederate government—which breathed a sigh of relief—and the Southern people, who sensed the seemingly unstoppable tide of Federal victories was now truly at an end. And Jackson, they believed, who had brought such precious hope earlier that spring in the Valley, had helped make it possible. Most enlisted men thought this, too, affording Old Jack an honored place in a brand-new pantheon of leadership that had marshaled Lee’s triumphant host. A joke started to circulate through the camps explaining the “real” reason the Yankees lost: “First, they had to climb two damned steep Hills, then came a Longstreet, and next a Stonewall, which was impregnable.” [original emphasis] The Confederate press crowed about Stonewall’s achievements around Richmond as if the general of the Valley and the Jackson of the Peninsula were one and the same, and for the first time people started to pair the names of Lee and Jackson together. The Southern Literary Messenger declared, “In the blaze of Lee’s deserved glory, Stonewall Jackson has not been forgotten. That go-ahead, really great fighter—the pride and joy of the people—still stands in clear relief before the public gaze. Can any man tell what Lee would have done on the Chickahominy but for the unparalleled Napoleonic campaign in the Valley? Shall we ever forget the work of Jackson in the battles before Richmond?” The Richmond Dispatch also credited Stonewall for much of the victory, claiming in one issue McClellan “was badly beaten, and his retreat by his rear was cut off by the operations of Stonewall Jackson,” and in another, “Lee [had] carr[ied] all their batteries, and Jackson had completely turned their right flank and rear.” For the Confederate public, and especially Virginians, Jackson’s bumbles were never illuminated and his previous aura now combined with Lee’s as a result of the overall success in driving back the enemy from the capital. Remarks about his weak performance from brother officers certainly never made print, and even within the Army itself most of those who witnessed Stonewall stumble (and fall asleep) confined their criticism to private letters. Their focus was on the future. The Seven Days cumulatively represented a turning point in the war that wrested the strategic initiative in the Eastern Theater away from the enemy and conferred it upon Lee and the Army of Northern Virginia. Bright horizons beckoned for those who wished to see them.33

Yet the Army of the Potomac, although punished with over 16,000 casualties, had not been devastated, despite numerous chances that had presented themselves, some of them preconceived and planned by Lee. Most historians of the campaign agree those plans were sometimes miscommunicated and contained flawed expectations of synchronization among the rebel division commanders that were unrealistic given the green nature of the army, and McClellan’s relatively skillful retreat and stubborn stands made by his subalterns in the various battles ensured his losses were not greater. Confederate staff work was poor, good maps scarce, and Stuart’s cavalry and the intelligence it wrought underutilized. Even more determinant in the final result, however, were failures on the part of Lee’s lieutenants. More than once, Stonewall’s name must have crossed the commanding general’s mind along with those of Magruder, Huger, and Holmes, who had all failed spectacularly at Glendale and would soon be sent away. The Valley General was terribly late at Mechanicsville, stopped cold at the White Oak Swamp, and performed only marginally at Gaines’s Mill and Malvern Hill. After that last climactic engagement, the old Jackson seemed to reassert himself, as if he had literally awakened from a bad dream, his military acumen supposedly returning at the Poindexter House war council. By then he had gotten some much-needed sleep (although he was not yet fully recovered) and allusions to his exhaustion disappear thereafter from the historical record. Lee must have noticed the reappearance of the man he had come to know through correspondence and deed in the Valley, and forgiven him, even allowing him independent command again—convinced by Davis after Boteler’s visit?—as a new threat and a new army, under Union Major General John Pope, materialized south of Washington. It was a decision laden with risk, as Lee had no way to know which General Jackson would emerge in the coming campaign, but it was one weighted with more personal knowledge of the man, his gifts, and weaknesses. No other subordinate except Longstreet had yet demonstrated any ability to command more than one division of troops, so Stonewall may have also benefitted from the paucity of other acceptable candidates. Whatever his reasoning, Lee had to act swiftly, and on July 13 ordered Old Jack and Ewell to board their divisions and entrain for Gordonsville, commencing what would become the Second Manassas Campaign.34

“Under ordinary circumstances the Federal Army should have been destroyed,” a crestfallen Lee later wrote in his official report of the Seven Days. In a classic understatement of polite generality, he informed his wife Mary, “our success has not been as great or as complete as I could have desired, but God knows what is best for us.” For this incomplete triumph, the rebels suffered over 20,000 dead, wounded, and missing, a number beyond the South’s limited means to replace quickly, and Richmond, not yet prepared for carnage on such a scale, was inundated as the unrelenting heat of a Tidewater summer began to take its toll on those recovering in crowded, understaffed infirmaries and private homes alike. “The whole city is a hospital and the very atmosphere is poisoned and loathsome,” wrote one Georgia soldier. Yet the capital had been saved, the enemy beaten, “thousands of arms and forty pieces of superior artillery” were captured, and Lee, in his debut as commander of the Army of Northern Virginia, had scored a strategic victory. He did not take it for granted, and true to his demeanor was thankful: to his soldiers, officers, and to God. Like Jackson, Lee firmly believed that divine providence steered the actions and thoughts of believing Christians toward blessings, if they but yielded their own will to His, and by extension, good fortune would also come to an army and nation that penitently submitted to the Lord. That the survival of both depended on war, with all its horror, suffering, and destruction, antithetical in its very nature to the gospel of the New Testament, was a brutal irony not lost on Lee throughout the war, but if his conscience ached for what he had just done on the Peninsula, there is no evidence of it. In General Orders No. 75, a congratulatory message to the army, he announced, “The general commanding, profoundly grateful to the only Giver of all victory for the signal success with which He has blessed our arms, tenders his warmest thanks and congratulations to the army, by whose valor such splendid results have been achieved.”

Possibly imbued with the spirit of this message, and after over half a year had passed, months during which he and Jackson grew much closer personally and won most of their great campaigns together, Lee wrote the official report of the 1862 Richmond campaign. He took great care not to censure Stonewall, giving him, in the words of one biographer, “the maximum benefit of every permissible doubt,” and gracefully explained away in a few phrases Jackson’s obvious lapses. Thus, Lee’s report of the Seven Days was not a true reflection of how he felt about Stonewall directly after the smoke cleared the fields southeast of the capital. In mid-July 1862 the commanding general was actually “deeply, bitterly disappointed,” according to Porter Alexander, even as he must have realized that Jackson, his other lieutenants, and their soldiers had just endured a necessary seasoning experience. Next time should be better, but “the chances of battle,” as Baron Jomini put it, made all war a risk. Jackson retained Lee’s professional respect, but just barely. He would have to prove himself anew to renew his reputation with his chief. To become a partner in command, he would not only need to spend more time with Lee in person, but also continue earning that respect by demonstrating again the natural genius Lee detected in the Valley.35
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