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MAP 1 Theater of Operations
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MAP 2 Second Bull Run, 5 to 8 p.m., August 29, 1862
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MAP 3 Second Bull Run, Noon to 2 p.m., August 30, 1862
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MAP 4 Opening of Antietam, September 17, 1862
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MAP 5 Fredericksburg, Dawn, December 13, 1862
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MAP 6 Chancellorsville, 1:30 to 2 p.m., May 2, 1863
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MAP 7 The Fight for Chancellorsville, May 3, 1863
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MAP 8 Gettysburg, 6 p.m., July 1, 1863
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MAP 9 Gettysburg, 3:30 p.m., July 2, 1863









[image: Images]


MAP 10 Gettysburg, 3 p.m., July 3, 1863







Chapter 1


Union Frustrations


“If General McClellan does not want to use the army for some days, I should like to borrow it and see if it cannot be made to do something.”


President Abraham Lincoln, Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces of the United States, may have made the remark humorously in the latter days of 1861, but the grim implication of his words reflected the growing impatience of the country with the reluctance of the Army’s General-in-Chief to make the slightest threatening gesture in the direction of the enemy.


Long on patience and conscious of his own lack of knowledge or experience in the military art, but sensitive to the political realities of the situation, Lincoln studied tactics and strategy diligently during the early winter of 1861-62 in a determined effort to educate himself, insofar as practicable, in the science of war. He pored over all the available books on strategy, conscientiously studied sheafs of reports from the military departments, and conferred for long hours with a variety of generals and admirals. Partly as a result of his rigorous course of self-indoctrination over a period of several months, the President came to the conclusion that McClellan would have to be catapulted into offensive measures by peremptory orders if the North was to get on with the war.


Having reached that decision, on January 27, 1862, Lincoln issued his first General War Order, which directed that all the land and naval forces of the United States engage in “a general movement against the insurgent forces” on February 22 (Washington’s birthday). Specifically mentioned as participants in the planned general offensive were the Army of the Potomac, the Army at Fortress Monroe, the Army of Western Virginia, the Army in Kentucky, the Army and flotilla at Cairo, and the naval force in the Gulf of Mexico.



As if that were not sufficient to galvanize supreme Army commander McClellan and the War and Navy Departments into action, Lincoln followed up his initial blast, four days later, with Special War Order No. 1, this one directed specifically to the Army of the Potomac. The order instructed the Commanding General to launch the Army of the Potomac on an expedition “for the immediate object of seizing and occupying Manassas Junction,’’ the movement to commence on or before the 22nd of February.


The President’s refreshing initiative aroused new hope in the public mind and appeared to please everybody but Major General George B. McClellan, who took issue with the plan of moving overland through Virginia toward Richmond. He proposed instead a water movement to Urbanna on the Rappahannock by way of Chesapeake Bay and thence overland to the York River, to approach the Confederate Capital from the east. Declining to accept Lincoln’s strategic judgment and insisting on his own conception in spite of the unequivocal order already issued, McClellan was finally given his way, doubtless because the President had concluded the general would exert more effort in a project of his own devising.


General Joseph A. Johnston, commanding the Confederate forces in Virginia, had kept the bulk of his troops massed in the vicinity of Manassas, twenty odd miles southwest of Washington, ever since the Union defeat at the first Battle of Bull Run in July 1861. The only other organized Confederate body in the State was Stonewall Jackson’s small command in the Shenandoah Valley. McClellan’s propensity for vastly overestimating the strength of his enemy was so habitual, however, that he would not accept the fact that he outnumbered the Confederates three to one in the Washington-Manassas area. Lincoln’s order to move on Richmond by land through Virginia was militarily sound. Had McClellan obeyed the order it is almost a certainty that Johnston would have had no recourse but to withdraw in the face of the Union army’s great preponderance of armed might.


Despite the pressure from Washington, McClellan continued to postpone the movement, while the discontent of the people in the North grew to such an extent as to endanger willing public support of the war effort. Lincoln was acutely aware of the danger, but felt himself to be on the horns of a dilemma which made him hesitate to formally remove McClellan from command lest such action made a bad situation worse. For it was a fact that his little general had performed something of a miracle in welding the raw Union levees into an effectively organized and well-disciplined army, most of whose officers and men believed in and gave to him their undivided loyalty and affection.


In his own good time, then, but not until Lincoln had found it necessary to promulgate two more general orders that put additional burrs under the McClellan saddle, the general condescended to leave the comfortable camps around Washington. The President, his patience exhausted, had found it advisable on March 8, 1862 to issue an order which reduced McClellan from General-in-Chief of the U. S. Army to Commanding General of the Department of the Potomac, a rebuff that reflected in no uncertain terms the waning confidence of the Administration in “Little Mac.” A victory of sorts for the radical anti-McClellan element, the action was understandable from the viewpoint of the President. But the effect was militarily a step backward in that the several Union armies in the field would for the next four months be under the direct control of two civilians, the President and the Secretary of War, a condition that left much to be desired.


Finally, however, on March 17 McClellan embarked his army of over 100,000 men for the water trip to the Peninsula. Even then his egomania would not permit him to obey Lincoln’s order to leave a more adequate force to protect Washington. As a result, the President took matters into his own hands and pulled one corps (McDowell’s) out from under McClellan, holding it for the defense of Washington.


McClellan’s preparations to move had taken so long and his counter-intelligence measures were so inadequate that Johnston’s Confederate army at Centerville had ample warning of the impending Federal move. While Stonewall Jackson’s small force in the Shenandoah Valley made threatening gestures toward Washington, Johnston’s army side-slipped to the south to counter McClellan’s advance. After a two-day march it took positions at Fredericksburg and Culpeper, putting the Confederates as close to Richmond as was Urbanna. This neat maneuver caused McClellan to revise his plan by changing his concentration point to Fort Monroe, seventy miles from Richmond.


McClellan Fails to Take Richmond


Disembarking his army at Fort Monroe, McClellan moved slowly and ponderously up the Peninsula toward Richmond. The Confederate forces under Johnston opposed him in a series of delaying actions, then withdrew into the outer defenses of Richmond, a series of earthworks. McClellan, adhering to his obsession that the Federals were greatly outnumbered, continued to importune Lincoln for reinforcements. However, the Confederate General Thomas J. (Stonewall) Jackson, with some 10,000 men in the Shenandoah Valley kept the three Union corps in that area at bay and even threatened Washington. Jackson’s famous Valley campaign at this time established for all time his reputation as a Great Captain, secured the granary of the Confederacy, as the Shenandoah area was called, and prevented Washington from sending more troops to McClellan.


Meantime, in one of the engagements on the Peninsula, Joe Johnston was wounded and was superseded by General Robert E. Lee. Lee spent the month of May in reorganizing and refitting his army, which he now named the Army of Northern Virginia, and in preparing a counteroffensive against McClellan. This was planned as a battle of annihilation, and to make the blow more effective, Lee brought Jackson secretly from the Valley to strengthen the enveloping force on McClellan’s right flank.


At last Lee’s preparations were complete. He would attack Major General Fitz John Porter’s isolated corps on the north bank of the Chickahominy to cut McClellan’s supply line. But Jackson was late in coming up and the Confederates were repulsed at Mechanicsville on June 26, the first of the Seven Days Battles. On June 27, with reinforcements that gave them a two to one advantage over Porter, they tried again and this time were successful at Gaines’ Mill, but night came before they could prevent the Federals from escaping across the river.


During the remainder of the campaign, Lee pressed the attack while McClellan was engaged in changing his supply base from White House to Harrison’s Landing on the James River. A succession of rearguard actions by the Union forces, as the Union general retired in a southerly direction toward his new base, managed to hold off the Confederates up to the final battle at Malvern Hill. There Lee unwisely attacked a strongly held Union position and was severely repulsed, chiefly through the performance of Brigadier General Henry Hunt’s superbly employed Union artillery.


The Peninsular Campaign, launched by the self-assured McClellan to save the Union, as he confided in a letter to his wife, but which failed either to take Richmond or inflict a serious defeat on Robert E. Lee, was the first major campaign of the war in the East. Covering a period of three and one-half months, the campaign ended on July 1 with the Confederate repulse at Malvern Hill; that same night McClellan, with cumulative losses of 16,000 of his 105,000 troops, fell back to Harrison’s Landing, where he entrenched. Lee, having lost 20,000 of his 80,000 men, withdrew behind the defense works of Richmond. It was clear that both armies needed rest and time to pull themselves together for further effort.


The year 1862 was now more than half gone. A Union victory seemed far away. With at least twice as many troops as the Confederates could muster in Virginia, the military forces of the North had made a miserable showing in the Shenandoah Valley and accomplished nothing in the vicinity of Richmond. In both areas the outnumbered Confederates had cleverly conducted active defensive campaigns in which the Federal commanders were consistently out-generaled by Jackson and Lee.


A New General-in-Chief


It had become apparent that the combination of Lincoln and Stanton as military commanders by remote control from Washington was a poor substitute for a General-in-Chief, the position held by McClellan until Lincoln relieved him. Perhaps the President had kept the post vacant from March through early July in the hope that McClellan would restore his confidence by taking Richmond, a feat that would undoubtedly have brought about his restoration to supreme command. Unfortunately the Peninsular Campaign proved to be a failure, so Lincoln turned to the Western theater in his search for a key to unlock the secret of how to win battles. The choice fell on the saturnine Halleck.



Major General Henry W. Halleck, whose intellectual qualities exceeded his command ability by a considerable margin, had on March 11, 1862, been elevated to command all the forces in the West, in which theater the North had made notable progress. It was logical that Lincoln should cast his eyes in that direction as he mulled over the problem of finding a general to improve the Union fortunes in the East. The belief was current that Halleck, highly respected by Lincoln’s colleagues in Washington, had been responsible for the western successes. The fact that Grant and other generals were really the ones who deserved the battle credit had not as yet filtered down to the man in the street.


Born January 16, 1815, in New York State, Halleck attended Union College and graduated from West Point in 1839, third in his class. A serious student of the military art, his lectures on the science of war, published in 1846 as Elements of Military Art and Science, became during the Civil War a manual for officers of the Army and was universally in demand by students of the military profession. After the war with Mexico, in which he served, Halleck played a leading part in drafting a constitution for the new State of California, following which he resigned from the Army, took up the practice of law, and wrote a number of books on mining and international law.


It is easy to see why he gained the sobriquet, “Old Brains,” for in addition to his intellectual accomplishments he had acquired large interests and much valuable property as the head of San Francisco’s most prominent law firm, served as president of a small railroad, and was in every respect one of the leading citizens of California when Civil War broke out in 1861.


Halleck immediately offered his services to the Union, was appointed a major general in the Regular Army at the behest of General Winfield Scott, and was assigned command of the Department of the Missouri, with headquarters at St. Louis. There was great need for a man of administrative ability to bring efficiency and order to the chaotic situation which existed in that department, and Halleck succeeded admirably. So effective was his work that in March 1862, the Departments of Kansas and Ohio were merged with that of the Missouri, with Halleck promoted to command the entire territory from the Alleghenies to the Rocky Mountains, the whole constituting the Department of the Mississippi.


When Halleck on July 23 was called to Washington his star was in the ascendancy. Under his overall departmental command the Confederates had been driven from Missouri, the northern half of Arkansas, Kentucky, and most of Tennessee, and the Union forces had gained a foothold in Mississippi and Alabama. But when Halleck had doffed his administrative headgear and taken command of troops in the field, the results were less than spectacular, for his abilities as a field general fell considerably short of his accomplishments as a disciplinarian and administrator.


Nevertheless, he had built a solid foundation for getting results, hence his selection to command all the Union armies was a perfectly natural one for the President to make. Interestingly enough the idea didn’t appeal to Halleck, who at first declined the honor, and it was only after Lincoln had made it an order that he packed his bags for a reluctant departure from his western post.


Immediately upon assuming command of the armies in July, Halleck’s first official action was to visit McClellan at Harrison’s Landing. He told the latter that not more than 20,000 reinforcements could be spared for him if he would attack Richmond. McClellan agreed, but after Halleck had returned to Washington McClellan reneged, sending a wire that on reconsideration he felt it could only be done with almost twice that number of additional troops, or 35,000. This old refrain was no surprise to the President, who would have relieved McClellan then and there if Major General Ambrose E. Burnside, to whom the post was offered, had been willing to accept the responsibility. Burnside, however, a good friend and loyal to McClellan, recommended that the latter be retained.


It had become quite clear that the Federal troops in the East, other than the Army of the Potomac, needed two things and needed them desperately: unified command and a commander who could make unification work. Even as Lee was pushing McClellan back from Richmond, the latter had taken time from the operations to write Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton urging him to combine the troops in the Valley with those in front of Washington, under a single commander. As Commanding General of the Army of the Potomac, the defense of Washington was not McClellan’s concern, but that made little difference to the self-sufficient general. As it happened, Lincoln had independently reached the same conclusion and had already selected the man for the job of heading the new army about to be created.


The solution was to organize a second army by putting together the separate corps of Banks, McDowell, and Fremont, under a new commander. This army would have the same mission as the separate commands of the three corps commanders, viz., to protect Washington, control the Shenandoah Valley, and draw Confederate troops from Richmond. This time, however, a single general would head the heretofore uncoordinated fighting teams, which was a step in the right direction. The wistfully hopeful desk-chair strategists in Washington would thus have to deal only with two generals, McClellan and the new commander of the Army of Virginia, as it was to be called. Two hundred thousand men would be available to overwhelm less than half that number of Confederates.


But there was still a serious defect in the Administration’s reasoning. Unity of command had not been achieved. Two armies would take the place of one army and three separate corps, and Halleck may have felt that as Commander-in-Chief the desired integration would be effected in his person. If so, firm action to produce the desired result was not forthcoming.


There was one ray of hope. The war in the east would be pursued with vigor. The summer and fall months were ideal for fighting. Lincoln saw clearly the need for offensive action, even if his field generals did not. He would keep trying to find a leader who would give the North a victory, no matter how great his frustrations. Fortunately the heavily burdened President still maintained his incomparable, dry sense of humor—an asset whose worth to the Union could not be measured in terms of dollars or manpower.


The problem that confronted Halleck, now that he had two armies in Virginia with Lee and Richmond between them, was how best to employ them in combination. Should he revive Lincoln’s pincers plan, when both armies could be readied for an offensive campaign, or would it be better to unite them under a single commander? And if so, what then? The difficulty was that Halleck, who had an aversion to politicians, hated the Washington scene and had tried his best to avoid the important assignment of General-in-Chief. He liked to counsel and advise but seemed constitutionally incapable of making decisions in his new role. Really a theorist at heart, still he tried to function as General-in-Chief in fact, until after the failure of the first great eastern campaign under his direction, which culminated in the Battle of Second Manassas. Thereafter he sidestepped command responsibilities, confining himself to acting merely as the President’s military adviser.


Halleck’s inability to reach a firm decision on how to employ the two separate armies under his command was a keen disappointment to the President, who had plenty of problems of his own without having to solve those of the military as well. It finally became apparent that, if there was to be a solution, Lincoln himself would have to dictate it. Despairing of offensive action by McClellan, and knowing of no other general to whom he could safely entrust the job after Burnside declined to take it, Lincoln reluctantly discarded his nutcracker project, that is, to attack Lee at Richmond from two directions, and directed Halleck to call the Army of the Potomac back north with a view to operations in conjunction with the newly formed second army on the line of the Rappahannock River.


Despite McClellan’s strenuous objections, the order stuck. Further operations against Richmond were suspended for the time being. McClellan was directed to withdraw his forces from the Peninsula forthwith. The lessons taught by Jackson’s Shenandoah Valley campaign, notably the disastrous results that can stem from divided command when opposed by a resolute enemy, had not been lost on Lincoln. Furthermore, McClellan’s reluctance to take any risks, regardless of his preponderance in combat strength, had been proven so repeatedly that it would not do, in Lincoln’s judgment, to place supreme reliance on him.


John Pope Rides in from the West


Major General John Pope of Illinois was the Administration’s choice to command the newly designated Army of Virginia. But it was soon to become apparent that the President’s military education had not proceeded far enough to master the art of successfully appraising the capabilities of generals with the potential to lead armies to victory. Lincoln had known both the general and his father before the war. Pope had achieved little success under Halleck in capturing New Madrid and Island No. 10 in the Mississippi earlier in the year. Although conceited and a braggart, he was quick-tempered and liked to fight, a trait so lacking in many of the generals upon whom Lincoln had to rely that it undoubtedly influenced the President’s decision. The fact that the corps commanders who would now be subordinate to Pope were all senior to him in rank seemed to upset only one of them, General Fremont, whose prompt resignation could scarcely be construed as a major disaster to Union armies.


Pope was gifted with a vivid imagination, was impatient of contradiction, and almost violently unorthodox in his conception of the military art. This latter trait manifested itself in the views that he freely expressed before committees of Congress and was quick to announce in orders to his new army, to the effect that “the time had come for the adoption of a truly American system of warfare. Such traditions of the past as lines of retreat, bases of supplies, positions, etc., which had bothered all commanders from Agamemnon to Banks, were to be at once discarded.” This was but one of the ill-advised, and foolishly conceived pronouncements that the freshman army commander would live to regret, and soon.


Like Joe Hooker, John Pope was a striking figure who made quite an impression in uniform. His large frame and piercing eyes were balanced by a goatee (an early photo of Pope shows him with a fairly full beard. A postwar portrait has him with only a mustache), so that the first reaction of those whom he met was extremely favorable. He also talked a great deal, but when those with whom he conferred in Washington had escaped from his conversational charm, and thought about the matter, they recalled that much of his talk had centered about John Pope.


Pope’s assigned mission, somewhat similar to but with more offensive implications than that of the three corps which were now being combined to make up his army, was to cover Washington, exercise control over the Shenandoah Valley, threaten Gordonsville and Charlottesville, and make every effort to draw Confederate troops from Richmond. The ultimate objective, clearly stated in the order, would be to move against Richmond from the west as McClellan attacked from the east.



The Army of Virginia, officially brought into being on June 26, could be a powerful force for the Union when pulled together from its scattered positions and welded into a well-organized fighting team. With all present or accounted for, Pope would be in command of an army about half as large, although not so well blooded, as the Army of the Potomac. As constituted, his army included Fremont’s First Corps of 11,500 men now commanded by Major General Franz Sigel; the Second Corps, Major General Nathaniel P. Banks, 8,800 strong; and the Third Corps under Major General Irvin McDowell, strongest of the lot with 18,500 men. These three corps represented Pope’s striking force, which together with some 5,000 poorly mounted and imperfectly organized cavalry totaled 43,800. Also assigned to Pope, but not yet organized and consequently unavailable, was a small Reserve Corps under Brigadier General Samuel D. Sturgis, then being formed in the vicinity of Alexandria, in the Washington area.


Sigel reported his corps, newly acquired from Fremont, as being badly disorganized. He and Banks were in the Shenandoah Valley between Winchester and Middletown. McDowell had one division at Manassas Junction and the other at Falmouth, across the Rappahannock from Fredericksburg, the latter designated by the War Department to cover Aquia Creek Landing against a possible enemy incursion from the direction of Richmond.


Unfortunately Pope got off to a bad start in his first General Order to his new troops, when he undiplomatically informed them, with an oratorical flourish, that he was from the west “where we have always seen the backs of our enemies” and where the policy had been to seek out, attack, and defeat the enemy. This was bad psychological medicine to administer to proud troops of whom the worst that could be said was that they had been ineffectively led. Nor did it raise Pope in their estimation when he stated that his headquarters would be in the saddle, an unfortunate remark which naturally invited the enlisted rejoinder that that was where most people placed their hindquarters.


Union Teamwork Sadly Lacking


McClellan’s chronic reluctance to fight and his ridiculous habit of always vastly overestimating the strength of his opponents finally caught up with him. Had he been an effective combat leader, the decision to withdraw his large army from its position only a few miles from the enemy’s capital, with a secure line of supply and communications, and with another strong Union army on the opposite side of Richmond, would have been an historic blunder of great magnitude. But the blame cannot fairly be placed on Lincoln, who had at long last reached the conclusion that McClellan simply did not have a fighting heart. Still, one cannot understand why the President failed to replace McClellan outright and give the army a decent chance to gain its objective. One reason was of course that good generals were hard to find and even then they seemed unwilling to accept responsibility for high command. It was also a fact that Halleck, going by the book as usual, advised Lincoln to unite the two armies before resuming the offensive, on the premise that otherwise they might be defeated in detail. In so recommending, Halleck ignored the fact that the position of Lee’s army between McClellan and Pope placed the Confederates in a vulnerable situation which could have proven fatal had the Union’s preponderant strength been utilized to advantage. In any event, the President ordered McClellan’s army back to the Washington area and the groundwork was laid for a succession of battles that, coupled with McClellan’s failure on the Peninsula, would make 1862 a year of great frustrations for the Union.


When Pope assumed command of the Army of Virginia on June 26, his first task was to improve the organization and supply of the separated corps and effect a concentration. Jackson’s Confederates having left the Valley to join Lee for the showdown battles with McClellan, there were no hostile forces of any size in Pope’s area. Keeping in mind his threefold mission, Pope ordered Sigel and Banks to move via Luray Gap to the vicinity of Sperryville and ten miles east thereof, respectively, and McDowell was directed to transfer his division at Manassas to Waterloo Bridge on the Rappahannock, leaving his other division at Falmouth.


Pope was concerned when McClellan, following Malvern Hill, withdrew south of Richmond to his new position on the James River. He felt that this was strategically unsound in that this movement away from Washington would make it difficult for McClellan to effect a junction with his own army and would likewise expose both to the danger that Lee could attack each separately from his central position between them. Pope wrote Halleck urging him to direct McClellan to halt in place, and at the same time sent a letter to McClellan offering to cooperate with him by adapting his own tactical moves to McClellan’s plan, whatever it might be. McClellan’s reply, full of generalities, avoided suggesting specific ways and means as Pope had requested. This was a short-sighted but typical reaction from the “little Napoleon,” who evidently considered Pope an upstart competitor who was not to be given the opportunity to gain distinction if McClellan could help it. Pope at least felt keenly the need for a unified command and showed his willingness to cooperate with McClellan in achieving that result. The latter’s indifference, however, convinced Pope that a superior to both was not only militarily desirable but an absolute necessity if the operations of the two armies were to be effectively coordinated.


Halleck’s new plan, in July, was for the Army of the Potomac to move down the James to the Chesapeake and up the Potomac to Aquia Landing, from which new base it would be available to cooperate with Pope’s army. As usual, McClellan acted with exasperating slowness, so that August was almost half gone before the movement got underway, despite repeated telegrams from Halleck to speed it up.


There was good reason for Halleck’s urgency. In order to strengthen the lone division of McDowell’s corps at Falmouth and more fully secure the approaches to Washington from Richmond, Halleck had ordered Burnside to embark his corps at Newport News. Burnside responded with gratifying speed and on August 3 his troops debarked at Aquia Creek for the short overland march to a position opposite Fredericksburg. Pope’s army, operating from Culpeper, was by that time south of the Rappahannock River threatening Gordonsville.


With strategic foresight, Lee suspected that Washington might recall McClellan from the Peninsula, a development which would be very much to his liking. On July 13 he sent Jackson from Hanover Court House toward Gordonsville to engage Pope with part of the Army of Northern Virginia, but held his main body at Richmond until he could be certain of McClellan’s intentions. When McClellan finally started from the Peninsula, Lee on August 13 left Richmond with the rest of his army for Gordonsville, with the avowed purpose of destroying Pope before the two Union armies could be joined. By that time a preliminary engagement, the Battle of Cedar Mountain, had been fought and Jackson had retired to Gordonsville.


McClellan Wastes Valuable Time


McClellan seemed strangely indifferent to the fate of anyone but McClellan. Willing compliance with orders from Halleck, Stanton, or even Lincoln himself was rarely evidenced in his egotistical code of conduct. Directives from higher authority invariably brought long dissertations of disagreement from the general, whose letters to his wife best reveal his self-centered attitude. Since it was McClellan’s opinion that he was destined as the chosen one to save the country, it seemed perfectly clear to him that all else should be subordinated to his own plans and wishes. Much has been written about Longstreet’s propensity on occasion for dragging his feet in his uncooperative attitude toward orders from General Lee, but Longstreet ran a poor second to McClellan in that respect.


In spite of positive orders from Halleck, who early in August had received reliable information of Lee’s probable intention to destroy Pope’s army before moving on Washington; and virtually ignoring the follow-up letters and telegrams with which Halleck sought to galvanize him into action, it was August 14, eleven days after receipt of the initial order, before McClellan commenced to evacuate Harrison’s Landing.


George B. McClellan was a great organizer who with even a small amount of humility in his makeup might have proven to be the man of the hour to lead the armies of the North to victory. The great flaw in his character, his egocentricity, dominated his every thought and action, however. There was no room left for those traits which might have made him a great battle leader and subsequently President of the United States—self-discipline, the ability to work in harness with others of equal or greater authority, a willingness to take the calculated risks inherent in warfare, and a readiness to do the best he could with the means available.



McClellan’s personality and military deficiencies may fairly be said to have been largely responsible for the series of depressing events which plagued the Lincoln Administration in its conduct of the war in the East during 1862. McClellan had the men, weapons, and equipment with which to wage successful offensives; his strength was twice that of the Confederates; and his officers and soldiers from the division level down were just as good as their opposite numbers in the Confederate Army. But McClellan was pitted against Robert E. Lee and it was that, coupled with his own lesser character and lack of aggressiveness, together with the trial and error floundering of the Washington administration and the lack of unified field command, which came perilously close to losing the war for the Union during the summer of 1862.


There was one other prominent Union general whose fleeting appearance in the eastern theater of operations had much to do with the depressing results for the North during that summer. His name was John Pope. Zooming in from the west, he came, he saw, and almost in the twinkling of an eye was conquered.




Chapter 2


Pope versus Jackson


The Letters and telegrams that passed between Halleck, McClellan, and Pope during the first few weeks of the summer of 1862 are so revealing that one may pause to wonder how the North was able to maintain any sort of a military posture in the face of the crosscurrents that characterized the strategic planning in Washington and at the headquarters of the two armies.


President Lincoln’s attempt to achieve unity of command in the military forces was a proper move but made with the wrong men. McClellan was the strongest of the three, Pope the weakest. Halleck had the right idea but lacked the strength of character to make his orders stick, with the inevitable result that military operations suffered from a debilitating climate of disunity, lack of harmony and cooperation, and the resulting low morale among officers and men in the field.


Lincoln and Stanton had passed the ball to Halleck, who for the present at least felt constrained to call the signals, while McClellan, from his self-constructed “Olympian Heights” in the unhealthy Peninsula country, remained steadfast in the obsession that only he could save the country. In his annoyance that Halleck had succeeded him as General-in-Chief, and consistent with the savior role in which in his mind’s eye he pictured himself, McClellan objected to every plan that emanated from Washington, no matter from what high source. Arguing endlessly with his superiors in favor of his own strategy, stalling interminably when peremptory and unequivocal orders reached him from an exasperated Halleck, and discouraging Pope’s effort toward teamwork between the two armies, it is difficult to conclude otherwise than that McClellan wanted both Halleck and Pope to fail so that he himself could emerge as the sole leader capable of leading the North to victory. In no other way can the following excerpt from a letter to his wife be interpreted, in light of the fact that he was clearly doing everything in his own power to make it certain that Halleck’s revised strategy should not succeed. Coincident with the final overruling of McClellan’s stalling tactics by Halleck, who bluntly informed him by telegraph that “It (the order for withdrawal from the James) will not be rescinded and you will be expected to execute it with all possible promptness,” McClellan wrote his wife: “They are committing a fatal error in withdrawing me from here, and the future will show it. I think the result of their machinations will be that Pope will be badly thrashed within ten days, and that they will be very glad to turn over the redemption of their affairs to me.” Apparently the thought never crossed the general’s little mind that he was pursuing the wrong path that leads to greatness, even though his two-point forecast would in the end prove correct.


Halleck was fully aware of the danger that Lee might attack one or the other of the widely separated Federal armies either before or during McClellan’s northward movement. The latter’s recalcitrance could prove fatal, so Halleck cautioned Pope not to be precipitous, “but to avoid an advance from the line of the Rappahannock so as to expose yourself to any disaster, unless you can better your line of defense, until we can get more troops upon the Rappahannock.”


The application of such a restrictive check rein to the newly appointed, ambitious army commander was disappointing, particularly after Pope’s flamboyant early orders to his troops, all breathing the spirit of the offensive and decrying such ordinary precautions as security for the rear areas. Furthermore, Pope believed that Halleck should force McClellan to cooperate by more energetic action rather than to hamstring his own army by requiring him to mark time. There is also some evidence that Pope may have pictured himself at the head of his army, sweeping across country toward Richmond and, brushing aside all opposition, pounding at Lee’s back door while the latter kept an eye on McClellan in front.


However, Pope was not completely reckless, only prone to reach hasty decisions without considering all the implications; in the present circumstances he reluctantly allowed himself to be guided by Halleck’s injunction to go slow.



A New General Gets Tough


The appointment of General John Pope to command the new Army of Virginia was dated June 26, 1862. For some weeks thereafter his headquarters remained in Washington while he took account of stock, conferred with War Department officials, devised plans, and issued orders to effect the concentration of his several corps and to define organizational procedures and operational policies.


As already noted, his first ill-advised general order to the troops had just the opposite effect from what he had intended. With his foot still in his mouth, during his extended sojourn in the Capital, he caused General Orders Nos. 5, 6, and 7 to be published, dated July 18, setting forth the methods by which he had determined to keep the citizens of occupied Virginia territory under strict control. The series of orders prescribed that the Army of Virginia should live off the country to the maximum extent practicable. Supplies requisitioned for the army would, on presentation of vouchers to be rendered by the requisitioning officer, “be paid for at the conclusion of the war, upon sufficient testimony being furnished that such owners have been loyal citizens of the United States since the dates of the vouchers.”


Furthermore, the people of the South would be notified that persons living in the vicinity of Federal camps or bivouacs were to be held responsible for damage done to all railroad tracks, telegraph lines, and roads, and for any attacks upon army trains or stragglers, whether perpetrated by private citizens or guerrillas. Payment for such damage would be exacted by turning out the local populace within five miles of the spot, not only to repair the damage but in addition to pay to the United States in money or property the full amount of the pay and subsistence of the Federal troops required to enforce performance by the citizens of the corrective measures.


Still harsher punishment was promised to any Southerner from whose house a soldier should be fired on. All such houses were to be immediately destroyed and the occupants sent to army headquarters as prisoners. If any person should be caught in the act he was to be shot forthwith, “without awaiting civil process.”


There was no doubt that Pope believed strongly in the strictest kind of martial law in occupied territory. Doubtless his intent was to intimidate the Southerners as a preventive measure and to effect economy in his own operations, on the premise that his troops would thus be more secure and would not be diverted from essential military operations by excessive police duties. While his purpose may have been militarily justified, the psychology was defective, for his harsh measures only served to harden the resistance and strengthen the will of Confederate citizens to outsmart the invaders at every opportunity.


The broad latitude granted to a large army on the loose in enemy country, particularly one whose morale and discipline (in many of the units) would rate less than satisfactory on an efficiency report, inevitably resulted in depredations and pillage against innocent Southerners, which shamed the more intelligent and sensitive officers and men of Pope’s army.


The effect of Pope’s blanket “live off the country” order was to strip handsome plantations and small farms alike of all means of livelihood, reducing the inhabitants to penury and almost complete dependence on the goodwill of the invading army. The heavy weight of Federal license descended indiscriminately on the just and unjust alike.


General Orders No. 11, issued July 23, were equally punitive in directing commanders down to brigades and detached commands “to arrest all disloyal male citizens within their lines or within their reach in rear of their respective stations.” Those Southerners who were willing to take the oath of allegiance to the United States would be permitted to remain at home during good behavior; all others would be routed from their homes, conducted south beyond Federal picket lines, and turned loose under penalty of being treated as spies should they later be found within or in rear of the Union lines.


Pope subsequently defended these policies affecting the Southern people by asserting that they were in accord with accepted practice in time of war, adding that they had been publicly and willfully misconstrued as authorizing indiscriminate robbery and plunder. He claimed that they were completely justified by the embarrassment and long delay imposed on Lee’s army in its subsequent invasion of Maryland in September 1862, because of the resulting shortages of food and supplies from the country which Pope’s army had wrung dry during the campaign.



Concentration of the infantry and artillery of the Army of Virginia in late July and early August was partially screened by cavalry, which at that stage of the war was little more than an aggregation of uniformed men and horses that had not been allowed either to acquire the necessary branch training or to function as organized combat units, trained or untrained. To be a good trooper called for equal efficiency either mounted or dismounted, but the steps necessary to attain the needed state of training were precluded by the wasteful use of the green Union horsemen on inconsequential duties such as orderlies and messengers for infantry corps and division commanders, outposts and patrols, and guards for slow-moving wagon trains. The resulting waste of horseflesh was disgraceful because of the lack of training and foolish dissipation of resources on inappropriate missions, so that reliability could not be placed on the Federal cavalry arm until the facts of cavalry life were finally recognized and applied by General Joe Hooker during the first half of 1863.


In spite of these deficiencies, part of Pope’s cavalry, operating under two capable commanders, Brigadier Generals John Buford and George D. Bayard, displayed a bold aggressiveness that surprised the Confederates, unaccustomed as the latter were to any display of ambition or dash by the Union horsemen. Moving many miles in advance of their infantry, the two Federal detachments reconnoitered actively and tirelessly with surprising effectiveness, keeping Pope well informed of the general movements of Jackson’s advance elements as they moved west toward Gordonsville.


Pope Puts Out Ineffectual Feelers


Pursuant to that portion of his instructions which called for the protection of Washington while the Army of the Potomac was returning north from the Peninsula, Pope ordered McDowell’s division commander at Fredericksburg, Brigadier General Rufus King, early in July to dispatch part of his cavalry to impair and, to the extent practicable, destroy communications along the line of the Virginia Central Railroad between Richmond and the Shenandoah Valley. At the same time General Banks was directed to send an infantry brigade, together with all the cavalry attached to his corps, to march on Culpeper Court House, seize it, and push the cavalry on toward the Rapidan and Gordonsville. Threatening Gordonsville and Charlottesville would in Pope’s opinion be the best way to isolate the Shenandoah Valley and draw troops away from Richmond.


After that mission should be accomplished, Banks was to send forward his entire cavalry force from Culpeper, under Brigadier General John P. Hatch, to seize Gordonsville, destroy the railroad for a dozen miles east of that town, and then move on toward Charlottesville to destroy railroad bridges and disrupt communications as much as possible. Moving out on July 15, Hatch encumbered himself with artillery and trains, found the roads bad, and made so little forward progress that the expedition was abandoned in the face of the arrival of Confederate Major General Richard S. Ewell with the advance guard of Stonewall Jackson’s troops at Gordonsville on July 16.


Still hopeful of preliminary success in the unfolding of his remote control strategy, Pope tried again. He instructed Banks to send several thousand cavalrymen, again under Hatch, to move down on the west side of the Blue Ridge, destroy the railroad west of Gordonsville, and continue south to destroy the railroad between Charlottesville and Lynchburg. Hatch made a feeble start on this assignment, but for undisclosed reasons (probably Ewell’s presence at Gordonsville) quickly abandoned the movement, whereupon Pope relieved him from command and sent in his stead the able Brig. Gen. John Buford to serve as Chief of Cavalry of Banks’ corps.


Buford had been buried in the Inspector General’s Department as a major, without influential friends to rescue him from oblivion, when he reported to Pope in the capacity of an Inspector shortly after the latter was given command of the Army of Virginia. Pope offered him a field command which Buford gratefully accepted. His commission as Brigadier General of Volunteers came through promptly and Pope immediately gave him a cavalry brigade in one of his corps.


Pope Takes the Field


At this stage Pope concluded that the time had come for him to take personal command in the field. It was high time! Jackson’s advance elements had reached Gordonsville and his main body was on the way. The rest of Lee’s army was still in Richmond, while McClellan’s Army of the Potomac remained at Harrison’s Landing. Halleck had arrived in Washington in mid-July to take over and it may be presumed that one of his first official acts was to tell Pope to take himself out of Washington and join his troops, where he belonged. There was of course no objection from Lincoln, who had temporarily used Pope as his military adviser pending Halleck’s arrival.


On July 29 Pope left the Capital, reviewed Ricketts’ division of McDowell’s corps at Waterloo Bridge, and joined Banks at his headquarters a short distance southeast of Little Washington. Pope’s strength return for July 31 shows a grand total of nearly 72,000 officers and men, but does not give a true picture of his strength. Banks, for example, had 8,800, not the 15,000 he reported. Actually Pope’s three corps including his cavalry and King’s division, still at Fredericksburg, totaled about 43,800. In theoretical support but too distant or otherwise engaged to be immediately available were the commands of Sturgis, Cox, and White, which brought Pope’s total to 64,000. In the critical Sperryville-Culpeper-Warrenton triangle he had only 34,800.


March orders for the army now directed Banks’ corps to advance to the point where the Sperryville-Culpeper Turnpike crosses the Hazel River, McDowell to move with Ricketts’ division from Waterloo Bridge to Culpeper, and Sigel’s corps at Sperryville to remain in place. By August 8 all of Pope’s infantry and artillery except King’s division at Fredericksburg were disposed along the turnpike from Sperryville to Culpeper. The cavalry covered the front from Madison Court House to Rapidan Station, with pickets posted along the Rapidan River from the Blue Ridge on the west to the forks of the Rappahannock above Falmouth on the east. Halfway between the cavalry forces under Buford and Bayard, a signal station was established on the top of Thoroughfare Mountain, ten miles southwest of Culpeper, commanding a view of the entire country as far down as Orange Court House.


Pope had misgivings about the First Corps under Franz Sigel, the German-born general who had recently succeeded the politically minded John Fremont, whose military accomplishments had failed to measure up to his reputation as an explorer. Sigel was popular with his men but somewhat controversial in character, and far from compatible with his fellow officers of the Regular Army. “A very insignificant looking man, but a thorough soldier and gentleman,” was the way one of his staff described him in a letter to his family. Banks and McDowell on the other hand enjoyed the confidence of the army commander, so it was on these two corps that Pope came to rely more fully than on Sigel’s.


Tightening Union Discipline


Whether he was influenced by what he had observed of the troops after his arrival, or simply as a matter of sound administration, Pope issued a general order on August 6 whose purpose was to tighten discipline and improve the marching and combat capabilities of his army. Straggling was strictly forbidden, and to make certain that the order would be obeyed, regimental commanders were instructed to habitually march in rear of their regiments, company commanders in rear of their companies. Men could not fall out except by written permission of a medical officer and then only if sick enough to be forced to ride in an ambulance. None but ambulance and ammunition wagons would be permitted in the column of march of the respective regiments, all other wheeled vehicles to follow in rear of the troops. Shelter tents and knapsacks were to be carried in the wagons, and each officer and man would at all times on the march be required to carry two days’ cooked rations on his person. Enlisted men would habitually carry 100 rounds of ammunition, and any company commander whose men were found deficient in this respect was to be arrested forthwith and reported to the War Department for dismissal from the service.


The terms of this order implied either a lack of confidence in the efficiency of his subordinate commanders or a blunt recognition of the lack of training and discipline of the troops under their former separate status. Probably some of both. Whatever the reason, Pope must be credited with a determination to put his army in a condition to make the most of its opportunities. It would appear, however, that the language of certain parts of the order was hardly calculated to raise morale, in view of the implication that the General could not trust his officers to perform their sworn duty except under the compulsion of harsh and punitive terms.



On August 7 Pope rode to Sperryville to inspect Sigel’s corps. While there he received several reports from the cavalry that enemy troops were crossing the Rapidan at several points between the railroad and the bridge at Liberty Mills. The reports continued to come in on the morning of August 8. Buford and Bayard messaged that the enemy was advancing on Culpeper and Madison Court House, respectively, but Pope was unable to determine which of the two towns represented the principal objective of Jackson’s force. In the course of the day, however, he decided to concentrate his full strength in the direction of Culpeper in order to keep his own army between the enemy main body and the lower fords of the Rappahannock. To that end Crawford’s brigade of Banks’ corps was sent forward in the direction of Cedar (Slaughter) Mountain, to support Bayard’s cavalry as it retired before the enemy in the direction of the mountain, and to assist Bayard in determining the strength and dispositions of the hostile forces. Buford was near Madison Courthouse. At the same time Banks and Sigel were directed to move their troops immediately to Culpeper from Hazel River and Sperryville, respectively.


Banks marched promptly, reaching Culpeper the same day, the 8th of August, but Sigel was slow and, judging from Pope’s subsequent official report, stupid as well, for he sent army headquarters a note from Sperryville inquiring which road to take, although there was only the single broad turnpike between the two points. Consequently, Sigel’s corps reached the assembly area almost a day later than Pope intended and was not ready to be sent in company with Banks to meet the enemy advance on August 9.


Some days earlier Banks had reported an effective strength of some 15,000 men. It turned out, however, according to Pope, that his actual effectives did not exceed 8,800. The reason for the discrepancy was never explained. At the time of the concentration Pope believed Banks’ strength to be almost twice as great as it actually was, and the army commander’s battle plans were predicated upon that assumption. That at least was Pope’s story after the stunning defeat of his army at Second Manassas, and his statement must be judged with subsequent events in mind.


Sigel’s unsatisfactory performance up to this time had thrown Pope’s logistics off schedule to the extent that Banks’ corps on August 8 was the only immediate complete tactical weapon of consequence available for offensive action. McDowell had but one of his two divisions, Ricketts’ at Culpeper, the other being at Fredericksburg, covering the Union supply base at Aquia Creek Landing. Pope thereupon took it upon himself to order King’s division up from Fredericksburg, a thirty-five-mile march, and so advised Halleck by telegram at 10 o’clock on the evening of August 8. Since Burnside’s corps had now arrived at Aquia Creek, it was perfectly proper for Pope to recall King.


In the same telegram Pope summed up his estimate of the situation by advising Halleck that the enemy division (Elzey’s—actually a brigade of Ewell’s division, commanded by Jubal Early, who had supplanted the invalided Elzey), which had crossed the Rapidan during the day, was probably a reconnaissance in force, which might however represent an advance upon Culpeper. He indicated his intention, as soon as Sigel’s corps should join the rest of the army the following morning, of pushing the enemy across the Rapidan and then taking up a strong position in accordance with Halleck’s suggestion in an earlier message.


Combat Imminent


On the morning of August 9, Banks with his entire corps was ordered toward Cedar Mountain to join the brigade of A. S. Williams’ division under General Crawford, already well forward. Banks was directed to occupy a strong position at the point reached by Crawford and to halt the advance of the enemy. Ricketts’ division of McDowell’s corps was posted nearby at Colvin’s Tavern, where the Madison Court House-Culpeper Road intersects the Culpeper-Cedar Mountain Road, to hold that tactically important point against a possible advance by a Confederate force reported by Buford to be in strength near Madison Court House. Ricketts’ division would thus be in position, three miles behind Banks’ corps, either to support the latter or to serve as a strongpoint for a buildup of additional strength to counter the hostile threat from the direction of Madison Court House.


Occasional enemy horse-artillery fire was directed on Banks’ position during the day, but there was no evidence in his opinion to justify a belief that the Confederates planned to attack. Enemy cavalry had been making demonstrations, but Banks reported to Pope that in his judgment the supporting Confederate infantry was not strong enough to launch an attack. Later in the afternoon, however, the tempo of artillery fire increased to such an extent that Pope became alarmed and sent Ricketts’ division barging toward the front, in support of Banks as a measure of insurance.


It was late afternoon of August 9, before Sigel’s corps reached Culpeper, and just about the time Pope was preparing to start for the front to see for himself what was happening. It was bad enough that Sigel was late in arriving at Culpeper, but on top of that he had compounded his earlier mistake by neglecting to enforce Pope’s standing order to keep two days’ cooked rations on the men’s persons on all marches. This failure meant further delay until he could borrow rations from McDowell’s trains at Culpeper and have a hot meal cooked for his troops.


Army Commander Pope was having his troubles. It was an inauspicious start for the Army of Virginia, which seemed to be getting off on the wrong foot in its first campaign. Pope was trying hard—that much was evident—but his tools lacked sharpness and his own attitude had not contributed materially to the development of a smooth-working, enthusiastic organization.


 


Jackson’s successes in the Shenandoah Valley and Lee’s effective neutralization of the Army of the Potomac on the James had afforded an opportunity for the commander of the Army of Northern Virginia to take the initiative, which he was quick to grasp. He was now in a position to call the turn if he played his cards carefully but boldly.


Operating in widely separated areas, but in accordance with a definite strategic concept, Lee and Jackson between them had successfully frustrated Federal designs on Richmond and the Valley. Lee’s immediate task, as the summer weeks passed, was to maintain a close watch on the slow-acting McClellan and at the same time keep Pope’s new army preoccupied while he sought an opening to crush the latter before the two Federal armies should succeed in effecting a junction.


Lee was fast becoming an expert in taking calculated risks by splitting his forces and reassembling them in time for the payoff battle. If he could attack Pope, keep Washington on tenterhooks, and hinder or prevent a junction between the armies of Pope and McClellan, it would immeasurably improve the fortunes of the Confederacy. It might even pave the way for an invasion of the North, a project that was dear to Lee’s heart and constantly in his thoughts.


It was no secret that Pope’s army was being concentrated east of the Blue Ridge in the Warrenton-Culpeper area. Lee learned of it through his efficient spy system almost as soon as Pope arrived in Washington and began to sound off. But even before the Federal Army of Virginia came into being, the “armies” under Banks, Fremont, and McDowell must not be allowed to maneuver at will along the Rappahannock.


It was natural, then, that Stonewall Jackson be ordered to retrace his steps and take up where he had left off when summoned to Lee’s aid at Richmond. Lee had learned to respect Jackson’s capabilities and, keen judge of character that he was, no doubt recognized—particularly after Mechanicsville—that his spirited lieutenant was at his best when working alone, and without a curb bit.


In mid-July, with the divisions of “Baldy” Ewell and Charles S. Winder, Jackson set out for Gordonsville, which was reached on July 19 after a leisurely march of three days. Ten days later Lee wrote that he was sending A. P. (“Powell”) Hill’s Light Division to strengthen Jackson’s force, adding in diplomatic language that Hill could be trusted with Jackson’s plans and implying that so large a force as Jackson would now command was too unwieldy to be handled as a one-man show. The advice was however wasted on the uncompromising Jackson, who persisted to the end of his career in treating his generals as though they were children who could not be trusted to think for themselves.


On August 1 Jackson’s force at Gordonsville numbered more than 24,000 men, almost half of Lee’s army, and the largest body of troops that lie had commanded up to this time. The three infantry divisions, with their artillery components, were led by Hill, Ewell, and Winder. By far the largest, the Light Division, had at least 12,000 men present. Ewell’s strength was 7,200, while Winder counted only 4,000 in the relatively weak outfit, which formerly had been Jackson’s own division. Brigadier General Beverly H. Robertson’s 1,200 cavalrymen completed the roster.



Robertson had succeeded Ashby, Jackson’s dashing cavalry leader who had been killed in the Valley campaign, and whose troopers had now been reorganized into four regiments under the West Pointer whom Jackson disliked, preferring “Grumble” Jones to the man selected by President Davis. Robertson’s Laurel Brigade, as the consolidated regiments were called, joined Jackson after his arrival at Gordonsville.


Jackson’s men were happy to get away from the Peninsula and the swamps of the Chickahominy to the more familiar country with its clear, swift-running streams, modern (by Civil War standards) roads, and wooded country fringed by the towering ridges of the Blue Ridge Mountains. The troops were in good physical shape, the weak sisters having been weeded out in the rapid marches of the earlier campaign. The regiments were below their normal strength, few replacements having been received, but their morale was good and discipline had been restored by a strenuous regime of continuous drilling after the Seven Days Battles. They had yet to face defeat and were ready for the best that Pope could offer.


Acutely aware of Lee’s hope that Pope’s army might be attacked and destroyed before effecting a junction with McClellan’s, Jackson was alert for any information that would enable him to apply his successful Valley technique to a portion of Pope’s army if it could be caught before Pope could complete his own concentration. Jackson had his eye on the network of roads at Culpeper, which he correctly believed to be Pope’s assembly point. When reports from spies disclosed that only a part of the Army of Virginia had reached Culpeper, Jackson determined to act promptly. In the late afternoon of August 7, on which date Pope’s divisions were strung along the turnpike from Sperryville to Culpeper, Jackson’s troops took off, bivouacked that night at Orange Court House, twenty miles from Culpeper, and resumed the march at dawn the following morning, initial objective the crossing at Barnett’s Ford.


Confusion at Orange Court House


On August 8 Ewell’s division led off, with Powell Hill and Winder to follow in that order. Jackson had issued sketchy written orders for the march the evening before, but neither he nor any of his staff had apparently given any thought to routine logistical factors, such as the relative strength and road distance of the several divisions and the position of organizational trains. To further confuse the issue, Jackson changed his mind about the route of the leading division under Ewell, but neglected to inform either Hill or Winder of the change in orders. Instead of following the Orange Court House-Culpeper Road, Ewell was directed to take the road to the left till he reached the Rapidan at Liberty Mills; there he would split his division and march on parallel roads to north and south of the river till he reached Barnett’s Ford.


At Orange Court House, Hill, in position early in the morning, waited for the tail of Ewell’s supposed column to clear. The troops he watched however turned out to be Jackson’s division, under Winder’s command, followed by its division trains. Ewell by this time was miles ahead. When Jackson put in an appearance he promptly inquired the reason for Hill’s delay, but even then did not tell him of the change in orders; nor did he make any effort to straighten out the tangle.


The net result of the mix-up, which would never have occurred had Jackson been a bit more communicative, was threefold. Jackson’s vaunted “foot-cavalry” made one of its sorriest showings, with Hill’s division ordered back to Orange Court House for the night after advancing little more than two miles for their day’s work. Jackson’s corps, instead of reaching Culpeper on the 8th as planned, covered only about eight miles of the twenty-mile distance with less than half of the troops. Finally, a spark of mutual distrust was struck between Jackson and Hill that, fanned by subsequent winds of misunderstanding, would lead to the arrest of the latter and the filing of court-martial charges by his uncompromising superior within a matter of months. All of these could have been avoided if the close-mouthed Jackson had been more considerate of his subordinates and played his lone wolf role with greater acumen.


The disgruntled Jackson informed Lee of the delay, expressing a fear that because of the slow progress on August 8 the expedition would accomplish little. Federal cavalry had obstinately opposed his forward movement and the enemy now knew pretty well what he was up to. Pope was not the only commanding general having troubles. The honors were consequently about even on the morning of August 9.



The Federal cavalry under Buford and Bayard was doing a fine job of screening the movements of Pope’s army, and the chances were now good that Jackson’s delayed march had given Pope the additional needed time to concentrate at Culpeper. Nevertheless Jackson optimistically believed the odds were in his favor. These were the same troops opposing him that he had made monkeys of in the Valley. His own strength was much greater now; if he moved fast and took advantage of any opening that might offer, it was still possible that Pope’s army could be defeated in detail.


Destination–Culpeper


A. P. Hill, determined to erase the apparent recent blot on his record, started his march that third morning long before daylight, soon caught up to Ewell and Winder. The entire force quickly put the Rapidan behind them. With part of the cavalry covering the advance and the rest marching on the left flank and toward Madison Court House, the tired Federal cavalry was pushed steadily back as Jackson, with Ewell’s division still in the lead, crossed Robertson River at Locust Dale and headed down the home stretch toward Culpepper.


Off to the northeast the troops were able to observe, several miles distant, a long tree-covered ridge known locally as Slaughter Mountain, so called after a minister by that name who lived on its northern slope. The bitter fighting that was soon to take place in its vicinity would serve to confirm the name, but history would call it the Battle of Cedar Mountain or Cedar Run as a more euphonious title and in deference to the twin-forked creek whose branches, originating on either side of the Gordonsville-Culpeper Road, meandered east and south to join at Hudson’s Mill, about a mile from the Slaughter home, and thence flowed on to the Rapidan.




Chapter 3


The Battle of Cedar Mountain


August 9 turned hot and sultry as the day advanced. Some of the fast-marching Confederate soldiers, oppressed by the choking dust and enervating heat of midday, were felled by sunstroke. Others, unable to maintain the pace demanded by the driving corps commander, staggered off the road and sank down in the shade to recover. Jackson’s preference for losing one man in marching rather than five in battle was being demonstrated in this forced march on Culpeper, and the ratio seemed to be working out according to formula.


Bayard’s Federal cavalry, screening Banks’ dispositions south of Culpeper and watchfully reconnoitering the Rapidan crossings, had discovered the enemy in force as they crossed at Barnett’s Ford on August 8. The Federal pickets had then retired along the Orange Court House Road and rejoined the main body of the cavalry on wooded high ground between the branches of Cedar Run, a mile west of the highway. Here Bayard covered the right flank of Crawford’s infantry brigade, which was awaiting the enemy in a concealed position along the valley of Cedar Run, north of Cedar Mountain and protected from direct fire by high ground to its front and rear.


Banks Blocks Jackson’s Advance


Acting upon the August 8 report of his cavalry, Pope sent forward Banks’ corps of two divisions, under Brigadier Generals C. C. Augur and A. S. Williams, with orders to strengthen Crawford’s defensive position and to block Jackson’s advance until other reinforcements could be brought up. By noon of August 9 Banks was in position on a line running in a northwesterly direction on the high ground east of Cedar Run. The line, including the cavalry on the flanks, extended from Hudson’s mill on the south, across the Orange Court House-Culpeper Road to a point somewhat more than a mile north of the pike, Augur’s division on the left, Williams’ on the right. Jackson’s direct route to Culpeper was sealed off. He would now have to fight his way through or around his enemy if he still wished to take Culpeper as planned.


Shortly after noon the forward guns of Banks’ artillery opened on the leading elements of Ewell’s division as the Confederate advance guard came into view of the Federal batteries posted in front of their infantry on high ground south of Cedar Run, overlooking the highway. The word went back to Ewell and thence to Jackson. Both galloped ahead for a personal look at the terrain where the Union commander had apparently decided to contest Jackson’s advance. It was partly wooded, rolling country with occasional fields of grain, but it was not possible at a glance to tell whether the Federals were there in strength. Their position would have to be developed and there was only one way to do that.


Jackson’s strength, including Lawton’s and Gregg’s brigades guarding wagon trains, totaled some 24,000 combat effectives.


If the Union troops in his front were only a part, or even the full strength of Banks’ corps, Jackson’s initial target, he felt confident of his superiority. Just to make certain, however, and because it was still early in the afternoon, he decided to wait for A. P. Hill’s division to come up before launching an attack.


The obvious key to the battlefield, Cedar Mountain, loomed to the right less than a mile from the highway. Ewell was directed to place his batteries on the mountain and his infantry initially on its northern shoulder supporting the guns. Winder was assigned a position directly to the front, along the Culpeper road and on Ewell’s left. When Hill’s division came up it would form a second line in the rear of Winder.


As the troop deployment proceeded, the Federal guns reopened, firing intermittently whenever the enemy exposed themselves as they moved from column into successive lines or crossed open country within the vision of the alert Union gunners. Development for action of over 20,000 men, marching on one road in a single column seven miles or more long, would take several hours of intense effort. In the process, the Confederate artillery, moving rapidly into firing position, was given the task of neutralizing the Union guns and discouraging any tendency on the part of the Blue infantry to launch an attack that might disrupt Jackson’s buildup.


As the opposing forces completed their development for action, the two Federal divisions of Banks’ corps, five brigades in all, were aligned along Cedar Run for a distance of two miles, with Bayard’s cavalry (less one regiment near Hudson’s mill) covering Gordon’s right flank brigade. Jackson’s three divisions contained twelve infantry brigades, two additional brigades having been left at Robertson’s River, two miles in the rear, to guard the trains. They were deployed from the northern tip of Cedar Mountain, on the right, to the Culpeper Road, inclusive, on the left. The divisions of Winder and A. P. Hill, on the left, one behind the other, would be prepared to attack in depth, while two of Ewell’s brigades would deny to the enemy the important bastion of Cedar Mountain on the right.


20,000 Against 8,000


With A. P. Hill on hand, Jackson would have 20,000 muskets, Banks only 8,000, the odds greatly favoring the Confederates, unless Union reinforcements should be quickly supplied to achieve a balance. Ricketts’ division of McDowell’s corps, three miles away, had not yet been ordered forward, and was not under Banks’ command. King’s division of the same corps was not even in the picture. Sigel’s corps, arriving belatedly at Culpeper without rations, could not be counted on till August 10.


Banks was an old opponent of Jackson’s, who had suffered more than one humiliation at Stonewall’s hands during the Shenandoah Valley fighting. It is not inconceivable that he envisaged at Cedar Mountain an opportunity to turn the tables on the wily fox by attacking quickly before Jackson could get all his troops to the field. Thus he could restore a reputation which had been somewhat tarnished by the Valley defeats. But his close-in infantry scouting from the Cedar Run position was ineffective. While Bayard’s cavalry had reported the crossing in force of Confederate troops at the Rapidan, his pickets had been driven back, while Jackson’s horsemen evidently did a thorough job of counterreconnaissance as the Gray infantry column advanced. As a result, Banks was simply guessing at the strength of his opponent and he guessed wrong.



Pope’s instructions had been perfectly clear and unequivocal; Banks was ordered only to put his two divisions in a posture of defense to block the enemy advance. The last thing Pope wanted was to bring on a general engagement with inferior forces, the outcome of which could easily be that his separated corps would be defeated in detail.


Jackson’s advance from the Rapidan, lacking the element of surprise, caused no consternation in the Union ranks. Banks, an aggressive general, welcomed another opportunity to try his luck against his heretofore victorious opponent. He would briefly follow orders and allow the enemy to commit the first overt act, but he had no intention of staying permanently on the defensive if an opportunity should present itself to make an active defense, which to the military means simply to go over to the offensive as soon as it appears profitable to do so.


Early’s brigade of Ewell’s division, leading the long column as advance guard, and Taliaferro’s of Winder’s undersized division, edged forward under cover toward the enemy position as soon as the two divisions had completed their deployment about 3 o’clock. They advanced cautiously, putting out skirmishers and taking plenty of time to allow Powell Hill’s 12,000-man division to close up in reserve and assure ample support for a decisive attack.


Banks Guesses Wrong


Now, at 2:25 p.m. on the 9th, Banks sent Pope a message that revealed a faulty evaluation of Jackson’s intentions:






General Williams’ division has taken position on the right of the pike, the right on a heavy body of woods. General Augur on the left, his left resting on a mountain occupied by his skirmishers. He will soon be in position. The enemy shows his cavalry (which is strong) ostentatiously. No infantry seen and not much artillery. Woods on left said to be full of troops. A visit to the front does not impress that the enemy intends immediate attack; he seems, however, to be taking positions.





Following the dispatch of the foregoing, an hour and a half passed while nothing much happened that would be likely to cause Banks to revise his estimate. The main bodies of both forces were concealed from the other by dense woods and folds in the ground, as the opposing troops disposed themselves under cover.


The afternoon was pretty well advanced when the opening shots of the infantry skirmishers were pressed off. Banks, having made up his mind that the Confederates were not strong enough to take the initiative, now persuaded himself that his orders were sufficiently discretionary to permit him to take the offensive. He informed Pope of the developments:






4:50 p.m.—About 4 o’clock shots were exchanged by the skirmishers. Artillery opened fire on both sides in a few minutes. One regiment of rebel infantry advancing now deployed in front as skirmishers. I have ordered a regiment on the right, Williams’ division, to meet them, and one from the left, Augur to advance on the left and in front.


5 p.m.—They are now approaching each other.





The Federal line overlapped the left of the Confederate, with dense woods extending westwardly and affording an opportunity for the Blue to mass troops without the knowledge of the Confederates. That flank was vulnerable; therefore Jackson, with his quick eye for tactical details, ordered the left flank brigade of Lieutenant Colonel Garnett to be on the alert and to ask for reinforcements at that point.


By 5 o’clock the artillery duel was in full swing. Jackson had stretched out for a rest on the porch of a convenient farmhouse, awaiting the arrival of A. P. Hill before launching a coordinated attack. The booming of the guns, heard in Culpeper, became so loud and continuous that General Pope, despite the optimistic earlier messages of corps commander Banks from up front, drew his own conclusions and sent word to Ricketts’ division of McDowell’s corps to move at once to Banks’ support. Although Ricketts had also heard the firing, and was less than three miles distant, he did not reach the field until 7 p.m., by which time the fighting was over. It would seem that this unit wasn’t overly anxious to participate in Banks’ affray.



The Meeting Engagement


Early initially had been to the left of the Culpeper Road, but by 5 o’clock he had moved east of it into the cornfield. Winder’s three brigades were in the woods to the left of the pike, two of them being in line parallel to it and facing east. Apparently there were some incipient plans for attacking across the front of Early to capture some Federal artillery which was exposed to a swift advance. About this time the two Federal divisions, less Greene’s brigade of Augur’s division, which remained in place, were launched in an advance which converged slightly on Early and Winder. Garnett, commanding Winder’s leading brigade, saw some of the Federal line in motion, and sent word to the division commander. A courier galloped up to Jackson to report trouble on the left. Winder had been mortally wounded by a direct hit from a Federal gun before he could act on Jackson’s warning to Garnett to strengthen his left. In the resultant confusion, with the division commander out of action, an aggressive Union brigade, Crawford’s, attacking Garnett from front and flank in a converging drive, had broken through and was exultantly driving before them two of Garnett’s regiments.


Jackson’s Left Driven Back


These serious reverses on Jackson’s left occurred at about the time Taliaferro was taking over command of Winder’s division, the sequence of events being as follows: The Stonewall Brigade, under Colonel Charles Ronald, had been formed at right angles to the other two, but was a hundred yards or more deep in the woods and not in close contact on its right flank with neighboring units. When the Federal advance was first observed, Taliaferro quickly sent word to Ronald to advance straight forward toward the wheatfield to meet the enemy. Ronald did so, but his lines reached this clearing just in time to receive a volley in the face from Crawford’s oncoming regiments. The Stonewall Brigade broke, and (according to Gen. Branch) streamed rearward uttering loud cries of panic. Crawford’s regiments, in hot pursuit, arrived at the east edge of the woods, about where the Tenth Maine monument now stands, which put them on the rear and flank of Taliaferro’s other two brigades. The latter were still parallel to the road and at that moment were being assailed by Augur’s right brigade, which was turning Early’s left. Crawford delivered heavy fire into the backs of Garnett’s and A. G. Taliaferro’s men. The Confederate officers tried to face their rear ranks about, but the commands could not be heard. In a few moments these two brigades also broke and began to stream to the rear. A fine disaster was in the making. It began to appear that Banks’ judgment was about to be vindicated.


The news of Winder’s serious wound (he died a few hours later) and the accelerated tempo of artillery fire was, however, bringing Jackson himself at an extended gallop to the scene of action.


The turning point of the battle had now arrived. Banks’ drive had lost its initial momentum. His units had expended most of their ammunition, and no provision had been made for a corps reserve, with which to deliver the final, knockout punch. So for a few minutes there was this general wild melee of Union and Confederate soldiers, locked in close combat, in the edge of the woods, in the cornfield, and between the road and the clump of cedars. The fight could break either way.


This was the sight that met Jackson’s eye as he arrived at the front. It was a part of Stonewalls’ genius that he perceived instantly that the time had come, and this was the place, to strike a counterblow. He sent hasty orders to Ewell and Hill, then without waiting for his orders to filter down through command echelons, he galloped to where he knew his reserves were waiting.


The leading brigade, Branch’s, of A. P. Hill’s division, was resting in the woods and listening to a pep talk by the commander, who in civil life had been a congressman and was an accomplished orator. A few words from Jackson sent Branch and his men dashing to the front. As they hurried through the woods they encountered Ronald’s fleeing men but did not falter, merely opening ranks to allow these remnants to continue rearward.


Branch’s attack struck in the flank and rear those Federal troops who had nearly surrounded the brigades of Garnett and A. G. Taliaferro. His big regiments drove the bluecoats back toward the north, as Branch slanted off somewhat toward the right so that his advance crossed to the opposite side of the Culpeper road.



By 6 o’clock the battle was raging fiercely all over the field. Hill’s Light Division had come up to give Jackson a combat edge of 2.5 to 1. The able combination of Jackson, Ewell, and Hill, despite Banks’ early success in flanking the Confederate left, could scarcely lose this battle.


Taliaferro, an excellent general who had assumed command of Winder’s division, persuaded Jackson to return to a more appropriate and less dangerous position, as he and Ewell reorganized their confused brigades and made ready for the coordinated attack that Jackson now ordered.


Banks’ infantry had by this time all been committed, his only reserve being Bayard’s cavalry, which was not strong enough to do much except harassment or pursuit. Gordon’s brigade had followed Crawford’s into action on the Federal right, while Greene’s brigade held the left of the line in support of McGilvery’s battery in standing off a possible attack by Trimble and Forno, seen descending Cedar Mountain. The Federal losses were heavy. Crawford had lost every one of his regimental commanders and most of his field officers in the swirling fight with Winder’s division. Generals Augur, Geary, and Carroll were badly wounded and Brigade Commander Prince captured.


Jackson’s overwhelming strength was now thrown into the battle with the inevitable result. Ewell was directed to attack the Federal left, while A. P. Hill and the remnants of Winder’s division went after the Union right. Four of Hill’s six large brigades (Field was in “support,” Gregg was guarding trains), averaging over 2,000 men each, were sent charging forward in two directions. Branch, Archer, and Pender, with the first-named in the van, were given the mission of turning the enemy right flank, Thomas was sent to help Early’s brigade of Ewell’s division; Hill’s remaining brigade, under Field, was told to form a supporting line in company with Sheffield’s brigade of Taliaferro’s reorganized remnants, in order to give depth to the attack.


A. P. Hill Saves the Day


The Confederates moved forward all along the line, as the Federals commenced to withdraw toward Cedar Run.



It was now A. P. Hill’s turn to show the stuff of which he was made. Stripping off his jacket to reveal the flaming red shirt that was his badge of valor, and drawing his sword as Jackson had done before him, Hill jumped into the middle of the action and led his cheering brigades into the attack.


It was here at Cedar Mountain that Hill and his Light Division set the combat pattern that contributed so greatly to its reputation as a magnificent fighting division. The impetuosity and fearlessness of their leader was reflected in the attitude of the men in the ranks, who admired “little” Powell and would go anywhere that he told them. The Virginia cavalier, a handsome man and finished horseman, had in the few months since he received his second star forged a powerful shining weapon in the form of the Light Division, which even now was on its scrappy way to becoming the best in the entire Confederate service.


Jackson’s march order for August 9 originally scheduled A. P. Hill’s division to follow Ewell’s division, but because of the mix-up at Orange Court House that morning, the Light Division followed Winder, which meant that it would be the last to get into the fight. What effect that may have had on the ardent spirits of the men can only be conjectured, but there was no doubt whatever that they were rarin’ to go when they reached the battlefield, deployed rapidly, and hurled their weight of numbers and driving force into Jackson’s well-timed, effective counterattack.


There was no stopping the fierce charge of Hill’s brigades. The Federals wavered, recoiled, and retreated, unable to stem the avalanche of greatly superior numbers which the Light Division brought to bear against them. Hill’s men delivered the knockout punch in short order and completed the pattern which was destined to be repeated again and again as the war progressed.


Jackson’s superior strength was quickly felt all along the line. The Federal brigades were being steadily pressed from the front and turned on the flanks. Banks’ artillery was hastily withdrawn as the victorious Southerners drove the Federals in every direction. In a vain but brave effort to cover the withdrawal of the guns and stay the Confederate advance, Bayard sent in a 164-man battalion of the 1st Pennsylvania Cavalry. They charged in a column of fours, parallel to the pike and into the spearhead of the Confederate counterattack. Crossfire from Branch’s brigade and the remnants of Taliaferro’s division emptied many saddles, but the impetus of the charge carried the unit inside the Confederate line. Only 71 men returned, but more must have been rounded up later, since Bayard reported only 61 casualties for his entire brigade.


Jackson Attempts a Pursuit


By 6:30 p.m. the battle was over, but Jackson as usual was determined to reap the fruits of his tactical victory. Having escaped a near disaster in the early stages, by personal intervention at the point of greatest danger his unerring instinct enabled him to turn the enemy’s initial progress to his own advantage. He had wisely delayed his attack until his opponent had revealed his strength and position, and A. P. Hill’s Light Division, larger than all the other Confederate troops combined, had reached the battlefield. Then it was that he threw everything he had at his weaker opponent. In an hour and a half nearly 4,000 men and officers on both sides were killed, wounded, captured, or missing, and Jackson’s successful troops were crossing Cedar Run in pursuit of the retreating Federals.


Although Jackson, who rarely bestowed words of praise on any of his living officers either orally or in his brief reports, gave Powell Hill no credit for the Confederate success, the Light Division and Hill himself had the satisfaction of knowing that it was they who had tipped the scales at the psychological moment, a feat they would duplicate some weeks later at the Battle of Antietam, there again preventing a disaster to Confederate arms.


Jackson and Hill would both prove by their deeds, before meeting a soldier’s death on the field of battle, that they were great leaders, courageous fighters, able tacticians, and dedicated patriots to the Southern cause. They would likewise demonstrate that no matter how bitter their official relationship, neither would permit personal animosity to influence his attitude toward the other during combat.


The opportunity was present after Cedar Mountain for Jackson to heal the breach first created between the two generals by the senior’s unjustified criticism of Hill at Orange Court House, but it was not in the Jackson character to admit that he may have been a bit hasty in passing judgment on what only appeared to be a disregard of his orders on the part of Hill. Hill’s determined and energetic efforts to wipe out the slur by proving himself and his division to an ungenerous superior was met by complete silence on Jackson’s part. The latter’s message to Lee said simply: “God blessed our arms with another victory,” thus allowing the Commanding General to infer that with the help of Providence Stonewall Jackson had added another wreath to the laurels gained in the Valley. It was not until May 1863 that Jackson wrote his official report of the battle, in which the name A. P. Hill appears but once, in the following cryptic sentence: “As General Hill had arrived with his division, one of his brigades (General Thomas’) was sent to Early and joined him in time to render efficient service.” The heroically significant part played by Branch’s brigade of Hill’s division, together with the supporting efforts of Archer’s and Pender’s brigades, also of Hill’s division, was factually recorded in the report, but the division commander himself might have been a mere spectator on the scene so far as any recognition by the corps commander was concerned.


On the other side, Pope’s report on the Virginia Campaign, verbose as it was, at least handed out a few bouquets to those who served under him in the capacity of general officers. “General Banks’ conduct at the battle of Cedar Mountain,” wrote Pope, “was marked by great coolness, intrepidity and zeal.” To which he added that “Generals Williams, Augur, Crawford, Greene, Geary, Carroll, and Prince, of Banks’ Corps, have been already noticed for their gallant and distinguished conduct at Cedar Mountain.”


The official reports after the battle showed total casualties of approximately 3,800 out of 28,000 engaged. Of these, 2,377 were Federal, 1,355 Confederate, although there is reason to doubt the numbers reported by the Southerners, who recorded only four men missing despite the panicked rout of Winder’s two brigades in the early stages. The fighting along the pike had been the most vicious, and it was there that over half of all the casualties incurred. Crawford’s Federal brigade (Williams’ division) alone lost 867 men of 1,767 engaged, while Williams’ other brigade under Gordon brought that division’s total to 1,212. Augur’s three brigades suffered 986 casualties.


Winder’s Confederate division was the hardest hit on the other side, losing 707 men or close to 25% of those engaged, which exceeded by a good margin the combined losses of Hill and Ewell. The cavalry losses were negligible, 61 for Bayard and 19 for Robertson, most of the Federals falling in the final charge which Bayard launched late in the day, without effect on the outcome.


General Pope arrived with Ricketts’ division of McDowell’s corps as Banks’ defeated troops were on their way back to their original position east of Cedar Run. The Federal withdrawal was made in good order as Pope took charge and disposed Ricketts’ fresh troops on a strong position to dispute the Confederate follow-up, while Banks’ depleted brigades were massed a short distance to Ricketts’ rear in support.


As the Confederates cautiously pursued, with the heretofore unused brigades of Field and Stafford as the spearpoint, Ricketts’ artillery opened, bringing Jackson’s men to an abrupt halt. Darkness had fallen, Culpeper was still seven miles distant, and a cavalry patrol reported to Jackson that it had taken prisoners from Sigel’s Federal corps. It was apparently not going to be easy sailing for the Jacksonians, but the general allowed the artillery duel to continue until almost midnight before deciding that the imponderables of the situation made it impracticable to advance further during the night. Orders were issued to bivouac in place. The Battle of Cedar Mountain had passed into history.


As a matter of fact, Sigel’s corps was beginning to come up from Culpeper, having put away a good meal in the interim. Banks’ corps had been rather badly used up, so Pope fed Sigel’s men into the position occupied by Banks, sending the latter several miles to the rear to reorganize.


By daylight of August 10, Pope’s Army of Virginia was pretty well concentrated except for King’s division of McDowell’s corps, still twenty miles away, and Buford’s cavalry, which was at Madison Court House. Pope reported results to Halleck, claiming a victory, which must have surprised Banks and his defeated divisions when they heard about it. Nevertheless, and in spite of his tactical victory, Jackson had suffered a strategic set-back in failing to seize Culpeper as the first step toward defeating Pope before the latter could complete his concentration.


In retrospect, Banks’ corps, 8,800 against 20,000, had done very well to stop Jackson, which was their primary mission. His troops had fought with bravery and determination. They had broken and routed Stonewall Jackson’s own vaunted division (under Winder) and had battled unceasingly until overwhelmed by vastly superior numbers. Yes, they could look back with pride on that engagement at Cedar Mountain, for in the Valley Jackson had repeatedly whipped them with much smaller forces, while here it took a preponderance of better than two to one in Jackson’s favor to effect their defeat.


For two days the opposing armies rested within artillery distance of each other. Jackson had given up any intention of renewing the attack in the face of Pope’s evident strength, but he was willing to accept battle again on his Cedar Mountain position if Pope should be interested. The intervening period was used to bury the dead and remove the wounded, after which, when it became apparent that Pope entertained no serious offensive measures, Jackson put his troops in motion to the south and returned to his former camps at Gordonsville.




Chapter 4


Lee’s Campaign against Pope


The Alarmed reaction of the North to the defeat of Pope’s advance corps at Cedar Mountain confirmed the unhappy suspicion that the unpredictable Stonewall Jackson had done it again. His most recent battle had shown most of the earmarks of his “here he comes—there he goes” maneuvers in the Valley, which a few months earlier had made him a national figure and certainly the most feared of all the Confederate generals. With a somewhat larger force than he had in the Valley, but still greatly outnumbered by Pope’s slowly concentrating army, Jackson had repeated his earlier successful tactics, moved to defeat his opponent in detail, and although balked in his hope of taking Culpeper, had managed to again whip Banks’ two-division corps before fading back to his base at Gordonsville.


Nevertheless, Jackson’s margin of victory this time had been slimmer than in his earlier battles, and he had failed to secure his strategic objective. Banks’ Federals had waged a spirited fight, with dogged courage, and in the early stages had come very close to a victory. When Banks, attacking before A. P. Hill’s division had completed its deployment, disregarded Pope’s order to wage a strictly defensive engagement, he had 8,800 men against Jackson’s at that time only slightly greater strength, represented by the divisions of Ewell and Winder. Had Banks’ drive to outflank Jackson’s left been strongly supported in depth, the Confederate confusion incident to the breakup of Winder’s small division might easily have resulted in the rolling up of Ewell’s line as well. It might then have been too late for Jackson and Hill in concert to repair the damage and launch their victorious counterattack.


The initial setback at Cedar Mountain failed to discourage Pope, who was still in an aggressive mood and anxious to proceed with his planned offensive, now that his army was concentrated at Culpeper. The fact that two-thirds of Banks’ corps had been rendered hors de combat for a period of weeks did not seem to be sufficient reason for postponement. Neither did a personal incident, with respect to which he chose conveniently to overlook the fact that he himself, contrary to his earlier bombastic pronouncement, had indeed “turned his back on the enemy” on the evening of the Battle of Cedar Mountain. That had occurred during the retreat of Banks’ corps when Pope, arriving on the scene, personally ran into a hot spot east of Cedar Run at the very moment when Jackson’s pursuing divisions were breathing down the necks of the retiring Federals. It was no place for an army commander to be if he wished to continue in that capacity, and Pope wisely chose discretion by participating in the retrograde movement.


It was Halleck who held Pope in check after Cedar Mountain, and it would appear that Halleck’s judgment was sound. To the General-in-Chief it was more important that the armies of McClellan and Pope be closed to supporting distance of one another than that Pope should engage in a unilateral adventure by lashing out at Jackson immediately. Quite possibly, in directing Pope not to advance beyond the Rapidan at this stage, Halleck saved him from falling into a trap of Jackson’s devising, for Jackson wrote Lee that he was falling back to Gordonsville in the belief that Pope would follow, and that he hoped to meet him on a position of his own choosing, with reinforcements at hand. Since Longstreet’s corps was now on the way to Gordonsville from Richmond, an incautious advance by Pope could have brought about his defeat somewhat further south than the area where it actually did occur a few weeks later.


On August 15, six days after the Battle of Cedar Mountain, Pope’s army was increased to almost 52,000 men by the arrival of Major General Jesse L. Reno at the head of 8,000 men comprising two divisions of Burnside’s force which had just come up from Fredericksburg. Reconnaissance by Confederate cavalry located the Federal divisions resting in positions northeast of Cedar Mountain, their Rapidan River outpost line extending from Rapidan Station on the right to Somerville Ford on the left, a distance of eight to ten miles.



Lee Takes Command


On that same day General Lee in person arrived at Gordonsville and summoned his chief lieutenants, Longstreet, Jackson, and Stuart, to a conference at headquarters. Longstreet’s corps of over 25,000 men had just completed a two-day rail trip from Richmond. Stuart traveled by train to make it on time, while Fitz Lee’s cavalry brigade took to the road to join the main army assembled at Gordonsville. All that remained of Lee’s army in the Richmond area were the divisions of D. H. Hill and Lafayette McLaws and Wade Hampton’s brigade of cavalry, left behind to keep a watchful eye on the Army of the Potomac, then on its way northward by way of Fortress Monroe.


With Lee’s arrival on the scene and the junction of his two wings, the Army of Northern Virginia was slightly superior to Pope numerically. The preliminaries were over and the stage set for the main event, but Lee would have to act quickly, if he was to crush the opposing force before additional reinforcements should reach Pope. He outlined his plan of action for the benefit of his lieutenants. From the concealed position of his army behind Clark’s Mountain, on the south side of the Rapidan opposite Pope’s left flank, he would cross at Somerville Ford, swing around the enemy left and sever Pope’s lifeline to Washington. Meanwhile Stuart’s cavalry would cross farther to the east, move rapidly to Rappahannock Station, and cut the railroad line northeast of Culpeper by destroying the bridge on Pope’s retreat route.


However, it did not work out that way. As so often happens in war, a too-wordy order, sent by Stuart to Fitzhugh Lee, initiated a chain of events that, with overtones of comedy, served again to postpone the day of evil destiny for the braggart who was so sure of himself that he advised his army to forget about their rear. Pope in his delusion was acting much like the overconfident big-league pitcher who in the ninth inning waves his outfielders to the bench as he prepares to strike out the last batter of the opposing team.


The plan was for Stuart’s cavalry to precede the forward movement of the infantry-artillery team, Robertson’s brigade cooperating with Jackson, Fitz Lee’s with Longstreet. The cavalry was directed to move out August 18. Fitz Lee was to meet Stuart at Raccoon Ford, but Stuart’s orders neglected to impress on him the urgency of the time factor and it was because of that oversight that the first Confederate plan failed to materialize.


Fitz Lee’s brigade had ahead of it almost a thirty-mile march if made directly from the North Anna River at Davenport’s Ford to Raccoon Ford on the Rapidan. His wagons had already been sent ahead to Louisa Court House, en route to the original assembly point at Gordonsville, and it was imperative that he replenish his rations before going after Pope. Instead of marching directly to Raccoon Ford, he took the long way around to fill his men’s empty haversacks, adding thirty more miles to the trip. Consequently he was out of touch with his commander, Jeb Stuart, for twenty-four hours.


Pope Effects a Limited Withdrawal


Pisgah Church, the intermediate rendezvous to which Lee moved his army from Gordonsville as the first stage of his offensive, lies in the shadow of a high hill known as Clark’s Mountain, from which eminence it is possible to observe the countryside for many miles to the north. From the Confederate lookout on top of the mountain the Federal camps lay in full view, and, since all the topographical features of the impending battlefield could be studied, the signal station was a priceless adjunct to the mapping genius of Jackson’s chief topographical engineer, Captain Jed Hotchkiss.


In Washington General Halleck, seriously perturbed by McClellan’s uncooperativeness and snail-like pace in executing the order to transfer his army to Aquia Creek for the planned junction with Pope’s army, was prophetically fearful that Lee would attack and overwhelm Pope before McClellan should arrive. On August 16 he telegraphed Pope not to cross the Rapidan but instead to take position north of the Rappahannock, where he could be more easily reinforced.


Although Halleck didn’t know it at the time, the captured letter from Lee to Stuart had given Pope an even more compelling reason to fall back to the north bank of the Rappahannock. He now knew for a fact that the bulk of Lee’s army confronted him, and, it was reasonable to assume, with a superior force. In pleasant contrast to McClellan, however, Pope did not offer an advance alibi by magnifying the enemy strength beyond all reason.


Nevertheless it was time to pull back, even though a retrograde movement would violate Pope’s earlier assurance to his men that there would be no turning of the backs of his army to the enemy. The trouble was that the position of the army was strategically as well as tactically unsound, between two rivers, the Rapidan and the Rappahannock, both of which were in the habit of rising rapidly after heavy rains and becoming unfordable in a matter of hours. Nor could there be any further doubt that Lee’s purpose was to move to eliminate Pope before the Army of the Potomac could (or would) arrive.


Discretion was clearly indicated for the moment, so Pope shifted his army to the rear the few miles that were necessary, moving by corps echelon on the 18th and 19th of August. By midnight on August 20 there were no Federal troops between the two rivers except a few cavalry regiments and one small infantry support. Pope’s new line extended along the north bank of the Rappahannock, with his right near Sulphur Springs and his left, except for part of Buford’s cavalry, near Kellys Ford.


The Confederates followed closely on the heels of the retiring Federals, Lee’s entire force moving up to the Rappahannock and feeling out Pope’s new position. Finding it strongly posted at all the nearby crossings, Lee discarded his first plan and proceeded to develop a new one, as the 21st, then the 22nd of August passed with continuous artillery fire being exchanged along a length of seven or eight miles between the opposing armies on either side of the river.


Lee and Pope were acutely conscious of the passage of time, although for different reasons, for the minds of both were centered on the image of McClellan’s Army of the Potomac. On the 21st, Pope had word from Halleck that if he could hold Lee south of the Rappahannock for two more, days he would receive sufficient reinforcements to enable him to resume the offensive. By the night of August 22 General Reno’s division, followed by the Pennsylvania Reserves under Brigadier General John F. Reynolds, arrived on Pope’s left, in the Kellys Ford area. On the 25th all of Reno’s corps was present; and most of Heintzelman’s corps (Hooker’s and Kearny’s divisions) had detrained near Warrenton Junction. Porter’s corps had marched up the Rappahannock to Deep Creek, thirteen miles south of Bealeton. Other divisions of McClellan’s army were also on the way, although not very rapidly, as Pope waited for Lee’s blow to fall.


On the south side of the Rappahannock, with its many fords, Robert E. Lee was concocting a new scheme to get at Pope. He had already used five days in probing for a soft spot in Pope’s defensive armor, but which he had failed to find in that area where he had originally planned to operate around the Union left flank. Because of some heavy rains upriver the stream was now fordable only with difficulty; something had to be done quickly before it was too late. Stuart’s cavalry, presently engaged in one of their circuitous rides around the Union army, was looked to for the latest intelligence.


On August 19, after Fitz Lee had arrived, twenty-four hours later than expected and with men and horses jaded by their sixty-mile march, Stuart had moved part of his cavalry to Mitchell’s Ford, where he received word from Lee that Pope’s army had withdrawn from the Rapidan. Lee had personally climbed Clark’s Mountain, that high hill from which the Confederates were able to look down on Pope’s camps, and had seen the Blue columns, or at least the tell-tale evidence of marching troops in the long dust clouds, as Pope prudently withdrew from the pocket between the Rapidan and Rappahannock.


On the 20th of August numerous skirmishes occurred between Stuart’s cavalry and the Blue squadrons of Buford and Bayard which were covering Pope’s withdrawal. On that day an otherwise insignificant railroad building named Brandy Station gained prominence for the first time in the war, when Robertson’s Confederate cavalry brigade tangled with Bayard’s Union cavalry and drove them back across the Rappahannock after some spirited sparring. Brandy Station was a name that would make headlines in 1863, after Chancellorsville, when Pleasonton’s Federal cavalry would for the first time treat Stuart’s cavalry with unaccustomed roughness; but the Southerners had it pretty much their own way on this first of several occasions when the important crossroad of Brandy Station would provide the stage for cavalry combat.



Stuart’s Raid on Pope’s Headquarters


For the next two days Lee’s infantry remained under cover while his cavalry felt Pope’s line across the Rappahannock. Stuart gathered enough information to convince him that the Federals had no discoverable soft spots. On August 22 he asked Lee’s permission to ride around the enemy right flank to cut the railroad line to Washington in Pope’s rear and secure information that might be useful to the Commanding General in furthering his offensive plans.


With Lee’s approval, Stuart at once gathered up Fitz Lee’s and Robertson’s brigades and started out with 2,000 troopers and several of Pelham’s guns, leaving only two regiments on the south bank of the river. Crossing at Waterloo Bridge, the column rode swiftly to Warrenton and there took the road to the east, heading for Catlett’s Station, on the line of the Orange and Alexandria Railroad. Stuart was now well to the rear of the Union army and, happy thought, in an excellent position to retaliate for the humiliating blow to his pride in the undignified loss of his hat and papers.


Luck plays an important role in war and some generals have enjoyed more than their fair share. On close study, however, it will be found that the Lady confers her favors on those who by energy and boldness put themselves in the way of opportunity. Jeb Stuart belonged in this category. Pope did not. On the contrary, Pope’s braggadocio, his harsh measures toward the Virginia country folk, and such inept and unmilitary policies as leaving his rear to take care of itself combined to make him one of the most universally despised Northern generals ever to move into Confederate territory.


In one respect only was Pope fortunate at the time of Stuart’s raid on Catlett’s Station. He was away from his headquarters when the jaunty Confederate and his two thousand cavalrymen paid him that surprise visit on the night of August 22. It was raining hard as Stuart and his brigades moved in from the west and prepared to wreak havoc on the supply trains of the Army of Virginia. They picked up a Negro “contraband” whose eyes rolled when he learned what was afoot, but who lost no time in telling all that he knew, including the exciting intelligence that the raiders were within shouting distance of Pope’s headquarters and his trains were guarded by a single regiment of infantry.



The Federal camp, not expecting Confederate visitors, was lit up like an amusement park on a summer evening. Halting outside the lighted area, Stuart assigned missions: Fitz Lee’s brigade to raid the camps and inflict all the damage possible; Engineer Captain Blackford with one of the regiments as escort to destroy the railroad bridge; Robertson’s brigade to stand by in reserve. All outfits were to start simultaneously at the bugle call, whereupon the Rebel yell was to be sounded with such a roar as to scare the wits out of the completely unsuspecting Federal rear echelon.


The attack was literally a howling success. Even in daylight, with advance warning, two thousand wildly yelling troopers at the gallop, fanning out in every direction and disregarding all obstacles, can be a fearful thunderbolt. To receive such a greeting in a place of fancied security, on a dark and rainy night, when some of the officers were just sitting down to a late supper, was adding insult to injury and applying almost unfairly the important principle of surprise.


The affair went off beautifully for the Confederates, disastrously for the Federals. The Pennsylvania Bucktail Regiment, guarding the depot, was quickly overcome. Hundreds of mules, riding horses, and prisoners were rounded up, including several of Pope’s staff officers. But the most rewarding of all the booty was the capture of Pope’s complete file of orders and correspondence, plus his horses, tent equipage, and a dress uniform. The latter was presented to Stuart, who later paraded it to the delighted troops and then shipped it off to Richmond, where it was publicly displayed in the State Library as mute testimony to the unwisdom of Northern boastfulness. No wonder that Jeb Stuart, for whom such feats as this were all in the day’s work, was the dashing idol of the South.


The success of Stuart’s massive raid was tempered by only one failure, blame for which did not rest with the Confederate cavalry. In the course of the destruction of the Union depot and camps a terrific thunderstorm broke on the wild scene, quenching all the fires that had been kindled and wetting down the railroad bridge so effectively that it refused to burn. Axes were applied, but as the rifle fire of defending Union infantry became increasingly punishing, the attempt was finally abandoned.


About the time the depot was captured, Captain Blackford heard the sound of an engine starting. A train was pulling out for Washington. The engineer refused to halt the train, whereupon Blackford, his horse trotting alongside the moving engine, fired into the cab and prepared to leap aboard to execute his own order. At that moment his horse stumbled, pitching him to the ground, as the train went merrily on its way. Blackford reported that it had proceeded out of control, although the skeptical reader may be justified in wondering just how the captain could be so sure that his pistol shot had found its mark, in view of the circumstances.


Just before daylight of August 23rd, with a nearby creek rising rapidly and threatening to interfere with the withdrawal of his column, Stuart gave the order to retire. Recall and assembly were sounded, individual troopers rejoined their outfits, and with more than 300 prisoners and a gratifyingly large number of captured horses, mules, and wagons loaded with loot, the heavily encumbered brigade headed back for Waterloo Bridge via Warrenton.


A mounted messenger galloped ahead with the invaluable intelligence found among Pope’s papers. Lee would soon know almost as much about the Federal plans and the expected reinforcements from Aquia Creek as Pope himself. Stuart had certainly turned the tables, with his sixty-mile march and humiliating descent on Pope’s rear area.


And how, one may ask, did the absent General Pope react when the news reached him? Strangely enough, his official report estimated the raiders at a strength of only 300 troopers, while berating the Blue defenders for a disgraceful exhibition. It would be only natural for those caught napping to exaggerate the numbers of the invading horde of horsemen. The explanation might be that Pope, realizing the ridiculous position in which he found himself, tried to minimize Stuart’s achievement in riding around the Union army with a large body of troops and without opposition or even hindrance.


At this stage there existed a situation most unusual in war. The opposing army commanders were in possession of each other’s plans and orders. Both Lee and Pope intended to take the offensive, the difference being that one was ready while the other was not. Lee held the initiative and was sparring for an opening. But he was already behind in his schedule, in which the time element was all-important if he was to succeed in crushing Pope before McClellan should arrive on the Rappahannock.



The Stuart raid served a double purpose in throwing Pope badly off mental balance and in furnishing Lee with solid facts upon which he could act with confidence. He now knew Pope’s dispositions, his strength, and how he planned to employ that strength. Even more vitally important, Lee knew that of McClellan’s army, both Porter’s Fifth and Burnside’s Ninth Corps were on hand, with others coming up rapidly. With over 70,000 men already on the line of the Rappahannock or within supporting distance, and the remainder of McClellan’s divisions ordered to his support, Pope would soon have 150,000 men under his command or within call. Against that large army Lee could count 52,000 men present, with only D. H. Hill’s and McLaws’ divisions and Hampton’s cavalry brigade as reinforcements when they would arrive from Richmond. It was now or never, and Lee lost no more time in making his decision.


 


The retrograde movement of Pope’s Army of Virginia from the Rapidan to the Rappahannock barrier, strategically sound and executed with little interference from the Confederates, served but to postpone the day of retribution which would soon reveal John Pope as an opponent no more capable of matching wits with the master, Robert E. Lee, than the succession of Union generals who preceded and would follow him in army command—until Grant.


Pope was now definitely on the defensive, dancing to the tune that Lee would choose to play. Nevertheless, his new line along the high east bank of the Rappahannock was skillfully constructed, with artillery and infantry strongly posted to deny to the Confederates the innumerable fords along the entire front. It should also be noted that he had successfully stalled off Lee’s offensive probings almost—but not quite—long enough to enable McClellan, never known to move rapidly, to transfer the divisions of his Army of the Potomac from Harrison’s Landing by the roundabout water route to Aquia Creek Landing and to dispatch several corps thence to the Rappahannock country.


“Dispute every inch of ground and fight like the devil till we can reinforce you. Forty-eight hours more and we can make you strong enough” wired the distraught Halleck on August 21. To which Pope, still confident, replied that he need not worry; “I think no impression can be made on me for some days.”



That was what Pope thought, but Lee and Jeb Stuart had different ideas. The Catlett’s Station raid was of course not the kind of “impression” Pope had in mind; still it was an unpleasant and fateful one that promised greater repercussions than the ordinary hit-and-run cavalry foray. The unfortunately loquacious general from the west again appeared to have said the wrong thing.


While Stuart was riding around Pope on August 22-23, Jackson, acting on Lee’s instructions, was sideslipping to the west, feeling for a place to cross the river. Lee had made up his mind that Pope could not be whipped in his present strong position; main reliance would have to be placed on a maneuvering mass, capable of luring the opposing army out of position and strong enough to fight a pitched battle if it came to that. He reasoned that it would be a mistake to so maneuver that Pope could fall back in the direction of Fredericksburg, because there would be no fruits to gather from that tree; on the contrary, it would merely serve to unite Pope and McClellan, the very thing he was determined to prevent.


Jubal Early Has a Rough Time


Unable to find any evidence of weakness on the left of Pope’s line along the Rappahannock, Lee’s efforts met similar frustration on the Federal right. Every ford that Stuart’s cavalry investigated found alert Federal horsemen screening concentrations of infantry and artillery, evidence that Pope knew something about war of position and had done an efficient job of prevention.


At Beverly Ford Stuart had gone beyond mere reconnaissance and light skirmishing. Under a heavy Confederate artillery bombardment, his squadrons drove back a regiment of infantry and an artillery battery and immediately fanned out patrols in all directions to examine the terrain. Finding it unsuitable for an attack, and pressed by a large infantry force, Stuart withdrew.


Under continuing pressure from Lee to locate a feasible crossing further up the river, Jackson and Stuart continued their progressive movements to the northwest. Reaching the ruined bridge at Sulphur Springs, they at last found one ford that appeared to be undefended. The leading regiment dashed across and secured a bridgehead, while Early’s brigade with two batteries crossed a short distance below and established a position on a ridge near the river’s edge.


Night had now fallen and a heavy rain caused the river to rise rapidly as it invariably did. Jackson decided to bivouac his main body on the west shore, but the next morning sent Lawton’s brigade to reinforce Early before the swollen river made further crossing impracticable. Although Jackson put pioneers to work rebuilding the bridge, while Longstreet’s artillery kept up a brisk fire all along the line to divert attention, Early’s isolated detachment would have been lucky to escape capture or destruction if the Federals had been sufficiently enterprising to discover the extent of its predicament. Jackson’s calculated risk at Early’s expense paid off, however, for no real attack was made by the Federals at any time.


Sigel’s corps, further down the river in the direction of Freeman’s Ford, could have made it mighty uncomfortable for Early, but his people had just finished an artillery duel with Longstreet’s batteries and Sigel’s thoughts were centered on defensive tactics at the moment. The crossing by the Confederates at Sulphur Springs conjured up in Sigel’s mind the dire possibility that Lee’s entire army might be on the move. Whereupon he informed Pope that his right flank was in danger of being turned and he thought it wise to withdraw his troops to a more secure location. Pope’s reply was to order Sigel to hold his ground and let the enemy develop in the direction of Warrenton, whereupon Pope would come down on Lee and his whole army.


Early on the morning of August 23 Pope ordered Sigel to advance with his whole corps on Sulphur Springs “to attack and beat the enemy.” Banks’ corps was ordered to follow and support Sigel, The former was prompt to comply, but the latter was not, with the result that both corps became intermingled on the same road. Sigel’s trains interfered with the troop movement, and things generally got pretty thoroughly fouled up. Running into some Confederate skirmishers near a small creek about half a mile from the Rappahannock, the advance regiment of Sigel’s corps opened fire; whereupon the Confederates crossed the creek and burned the bridge. Apparently that was all Sigel needed to call a halt, so he bivouacked his entire corps about the middle of the afternoon and ordered the bridge repaired. This important undertaking required the rest of the day, during which the corps made no further effort to comply with Pope’s order to “attack and beat the enemy.”


In retrospect, the situation had its humorous aspects, even though Early’s troops, apparently abandoned to their fate, did not see anything funny about it. The fact was that both Early and Sigel felt themselves to be in a dangerous spot and were anxious to get away from there. The difference was that Early had good reason to be nervous, while Sigel acted the timid soul when he could have gained an easy success if he had shown even a slight dash of the offensive spirit.


Pope reported the affair at Sulphur Springs as a determined attempt by Lee to cross a large force, which he said had been effectively repulsed. Apparently the Federal general had failed utterly to divine the intentions of his able opponent or even to consider the real significance of Jackson’s maneuvers along the river.


Satisfied with the results secured, and knowing by that time that Stuart’s raid on Pope’s rear had been successfully concluded, Jackson relieved the tension of Early’s force and permitted it, on the morning of the 24th of August, to return to the main body and the welcome food which had been denied them for most of the period of their isolation.


Lee “Shoots the Works”


The solution to the vexing problem of how to get at Pope appeared to Lee to be a wide flanking movement around the Federal right, well to the west of but parallel to the vulnerable Orange and Alexandria Railroad, the sensitive supply line to Alexandria upon which Pope had to depend for the necessities of military life. If Lee could thus draw him out of his present position into an instinctive reaction to protect his communications, Pope would have to march away from the oncoming Army of the Potomac and an opportunity might present itself to defeat him in the open.


It was a typically bold plan, the kind that appealed to Lee. It was also the sort of thing that delighted Jackson, whose sharp eyes glinted when the scheme was explained to him. Jackson wanted to start early the following morning, but the more stolid and logistically minded Longstreet preferred to wait another day, to allow time for working out the details and provisioning the troops. Lee agreed with Longstreet.



The risks were great and he knew it. Only a general of Lee’s caliber would venture to separate the two wings of his army by a gap of fifty miles, with a hostile army between them. Pope now outnumbered him by a considerable margin that would in all likelihood be widened at an increasing rate from day to day as more of McClellan’s divisions landed at Aquia and moved inland to join Pope. Lee could of course yield the initiative and retire in the direction of Richmond, or he could attack Pope at once and put everything to the test in a knockdown encounter. Neither idea appealed to him. The plan that he did adopt was the only one that offered promise of decisive results, for his low opinion of Pope’s ability, despite the defensive skill the Northern general had shown during the past few days, was such that he did not consider Pope’s immediate strength superiority, or the greater risk of dividing his own army, to be particularly significant or dangerous.


Jackson and Longstreet were equally content with the roles assigned their respective corps. The former, with Stuart’s cavalry to follow on the second day as a covering force, would on August 25 lead his three divisions, some 24,000 men, in one of his amazingly fast marches in a wide swing well beyond and around the Federal right, via Amissville, Salem, Thoroughfare Gap, and Gainesville, to Bristoe Station, where his force would cut the main railroad and, with luck, destroy the huge Federal warehouses at Manassas Junction.


Lee and Longstreet, with the rest of the army, about 28,000 men, would temporarily stay where they were, to hold Pope to the line of the Rappahannock with Old Pete’s four divisions, demonstrating to the extent necessary to persuade the Federals that the Army of Northern Virginia was staying put. The greatest risk was that Pope would learn what was going on and act offensively to deal with Longstreet while Jackson was moving away from Lee. That however was a chance that had to be taken.


The monotonous, unavailing search for an unprotected crossing, as Jackson’s men sideslipped to the left and the Federals kept pace with them on the opposite bank of the Rappahannock, was now over. The next move would be more to their liking as they moved into familiar country in one of those unfettered swinging half-lopes which in the Valley had earned for them the cherished designation of Jackson’s “foot-cavalry.”



On Sunday, August 24, Lee rode out to Jackson’s command post at Jeffersonton to give him final instructions and discuss the route, the assembly area for the two wings of the army, and other important details. It was all clear in Lee’s mind but he wanted to make certain that Jackson thoroughly understood his plan. Everything must go off like clockwork. Lee was so supremely confident on that score that he informed Jackson the two wings of the army would reunite in the vicinity of Manassas after, not if and when, Pope had been separated from the reinforcements marching to join him. Jackson was specifically told to march north behind the sheltering screen of the Bull Run Mountains to avoid detection, but not to bring on a general engagement. Lee was placing his money on the horse Maneuver, and Jackson was his jockey.


Jackson immediately made preparations to march at first dawn Monday, August 25, the troops stripped down to bare essentials, including a small amount of cooked rations. The men would not even carry their knapsacks. Wagon trains were to be limited to ammunition carts and ambulances. Live cattle would accompany the column, other items of food to be gathered from the countryside as they marched.


Jackson’s rigorous rules for road marches placed him in a class by himself and way ahead of his time. McClellan considered ten miles a day to be a creditable performance, but “Little Mac” was the antithesis of Stonewall in more respects than one.


Longstreet’s guns replaced Jackson’s along the Rappahannock under cover of darkness. Early Monday morning Jackson’s column moved silently and swiftly up river to an unguarded crossing at Hinson’s Mills, five miles west of Waterloo Bridge, where the troops splashed across on the first leg of an adventure that promised plenty of excitement. Meantime, Longstreet kept the Federals in place by demonstrating along the Rappahannock. His artillery played intermittently on the enemy positions across the river, Longstreet’s infantry showed itself to the Federals, and Stuart’s cavalry skirmished at the important fords.


Although Jackson’s column circled widely around Pope’s right, Federal observers noted the marching troops. Pope’s headquarters, however, interpreted the information to mean that it was a move to the Shenandoah Valley on the part of a flanking column and that Lee’s main body would shortly follow, headed for Front Royal. No troops were sent by Pope to dispute the march, not even a cavalry detachment to discover for certain whether the estimate was correct. All he did, apparently, was to speculate on what the move might mean.


By Monday evening Jackson’s marching men had put twenty-five dusty miles behind them and halted for the night at Salem, six miles west of Thoroughfare Gap on the Manassas Gap Railroad. At 9 p.m. Pope wired Halleck his opinion, as already stated, adding that he would send a reconnaissance party across the river Tuesday morning to find out whether the main body of Lee’s army had in fact moved out. Most of the message, however, was devoted to a long dissertation on the low strength and poor condition of Banks’ corps, the fact that Sigel was of no use to him and should be replaced, and that McDowell’s corps was the only one that he could depend on to render effective service. It was obvious that Pope was rattled and devoting more attention to worrying about the condition of his army than he was to the pressing problem of how to deal effectively with the Army of Northern Virginia.


True to form, Jackson’s men were not told where they were going, as their leader rode tirelessly up and down the column urging it forward. The general opinion was that they were returning to the Valley, a pleasant prospect indeed. That was also Pope’s opinion, which made it almost unanimous. On Tuesday morning, August 26, however, as they resumed the march and passed through Salem, the head of the column turned to the right and headed for Thoroughfare Gap. That killed the Valley rumor, but it made no difference to the foot cavalry as they slogged along with complete confidence that “Old Jack” knew what he was doing.


Pope’s Rear Again Exposed


Marching straight for Bristoe Station, his initial objective, Jackson’s column passed through Gainesville, where Stuart caught up with him, and from there preceded and paralleled the infantry line of march as a covering screen until Bristoe Station hove in sight. The sun was setting when the advance elements reached their destination, Jackson’s troops having marched fifty miles in two days, while Stuart’s horsemen had covered the same distance since 2 o’clock that morning.



Jackson was now only five miles southwest of Manassas Junction, thirteen miles in rear of Pope’s headquarters, and squarely on his road and rail communications to Washington. Munford’s cavalry, sweeping ahead of Jackson’s column, had gathered in the few enemy patrols encountered on the last few miles of the route, to guarantee that no word of the Confederate surprise should be relayed to Washington or Pope. No organized bodies of the enemy had been met during the two-day march of the infantry. It was almost unbelievable that 24,000 Confederates could circle a Federal army without detection, but it had been done.


Jackson could have taken the direct, shorter route along the Manassas Gap Railroad to Manassas Junction, but that would have left the Orange and Alexandria Railroad open for a quick rail movement to the north with a strong Federal force that could cause trouble. He therefore cut across country to Bristoe Station, where he could destroy the railroad bridge over that stream and use Broad Run as a barrier to hold off any threat from Pope while the stores were being uninterruptedly destroyed at Manassas Junction.


Galloping ahead to Bristoe Station, Munford’s cavalry brushed aside a Federal cavalry detachment and mopped up a guard company of Blue infantry, at the same time hastily throwing obstructions on the tracks to block possible train movements in either direction. At that moment an empty train, returning to Alexandria from Warrenton Junction, roared up, crashed through the flimsy obstruction, and escaped. This was the first piece of bad luck the Confederates had experienced since leaving the Rappahannock. Washington would soon know something was afoot.


On the second attempt Hays’ infantry brigade did a more thorough job of blocking the rails. Two more trains, also empties, following closely after the first, were derailed and set on fire. Pope’s rail communication with Washington was now effectually cut.


Ewell’s division, having led Jackson’s column the full distance, bivouacked for the night near Bristoe Station and took over from the cavalry shortly after dark. With Jackson’s rear temporarily secure against all but a Federal corps or larger, Stuart’s horsemen marched the few intervening miles to approach Manassas Junction from the north while General Isaac Trimble with two infantry regiments moved up the tracks to take the depot from the front. Between them, Stuart and Trimble quickly gobbled up the depot against token resistance from the small defending garrison. By daylight of August 27 Jackson arrived with A. P. Hill’s division and his own under Taliaferro, leaving the major part of Ewell’s division at Bristoe, with several regiments of cavalry, to secure the rear.


As soon as Jackson had placed guards on the supply of liquor, the famished, ragged hordes of Confederates were turned loose on the huge warehouses, horse corrals, and other riches, to forage to their heart’s content. The picture is one that defies the imagination. Having lived on meager rations for a long time, mainly the field corn plucked en route during the two-day march from the Rappahannock, the feast of plenty that was theirs for the taking at Manassas Junction was almost reward enough for the weeks of slim pickings that preceded their just completed historic achievement.


Many thousands of gaunt, grimy, unwashed, almost shoeless, hungry soldiers immediately proceeded to gorge themselves on the solid food and inviting delicacies that they found in such abundance. When they reached the point where not another morsel could be forced into already overloaded stomachs, they filled blanket rolls with more than they could carry, hoisted whole hams on their bayonet points, threw sacks of coffee across the saddles of their horses. Fat draft horses, and sleek riding horses were gathered in to fill gaps or replace animals that had given their all in the service of Stuart’s hard-riding cavalry and Pelham’s horse artillery. The wonder of it is that the whole outfit was able to weather the rare experience without foundering or being forced to sleep off a gastronomical orgy of such vast proportions. Neither is there a record of the envious disappointment with which Ewell’s men, holding the fort at Bristoe Station, must have received the news of the good fortune of their comrades in the other two divisions.
 

 


Jackson and Lee would have been highly gratified had they known how effective was the disruption of Federal communications resulting from the Manassas raid. The purpose of the Confederates was of course to sever Pope’s lifeline, to deprive him of his source of supplies and reinforcements, to prevent the movement of troops, materiel, and food supplies from Alexandria; in short to render him—and his superiors in Washington—both blind and deaf.



There was, however, no panic either among the Union military personnel or the War Department. Possibly the full significance of the event, with all its potentiality for disaster, did not register at once. Still, the Confederates were between Pope and the Capital, only a few miles away, and it wouldn’t have taken much to start a panic, if a twentieth-century type of fifth column, armed and sympathetic to the Southern cause, had been planted in Washington to exploit the opportunity.


Colonel Herman Haupt, the ubiquitous, efficient rail transportation chief for the Eastern armies, was undoubtedly the busiest man in the North at this time. Although he was accustomed to meeting and solving transportation crises, this one had occurred at the worst possible time, as he sweated to speed reinforcements to Pope’s Army of Virginia. Given a little time, Haupt could justify his well-earned reputation for doing the improbable, but even he couldn’t rebuild bridges in nothing flat. Neither could he recover for use at Alexandria Depot empty trains whose return trip from Pope’s army found the railroad bridge down at Broad Run. But he strove mightily during the last few days of August, and without him the recovery from the effects of the raid, logistically speaking, might well have occurred too late to affect the campaign.


The Confederates are Coming!


Alexandria was the first to react on the evening of August 26, when the empty train that had crashed the barrier at Bristoe steamed into the station. Obviously the engineer couldn’t have seen much as he dashed through to safety, so the Federal authorities weren’t overly excited, believing it to be just another of Stuart’s frequent cavalry raids. The excitement in Washington began to mount, however, when Herman Haupt forwarded to Halleck, about 9 p.m., an informative telegram from Manassas Junction, signed by Dispatcher McCrickett, which read:






No. 6 train, engine Secretary, was fired into at Bristoe by a party of cavalry—some say 500 strong. They had piled ties on the track, but engine threw them off. Secretary is completely riddled by bullets. Conductor says he thinks the enemy are coming this way.







To this disturbing message Haupt added that the wire between Manassas and Warrenton (Pope’s headquarters) had been cut, and that he had at Alexandria transportation for 1,200 men, who he suggested “might be sent to Manassas to protect the road while we repair it.”


It was only a few minutes after sending the foregoing message that the dispatcher at Manassas closed his key and took off to escape capture. Haupt also passed that news on to Halleck, advising him that no more troops should be sent forward in cars. He proposed instead that they be sent by marching in order to provide better security for themselves and at the same time protect the rail communications.


Halleck’s Frantic Order to Haupt


Halleck’s inadequate, almost helpless reaction was to pass the buck frantically to the already overworked but capable Haupt in these words:






General Smith, General Slocum, General Sturgis, or any other general officers you can find, will immediately send all the men you can transport to Bristoe Bridge or Manassas Junction. Show this order.


H. W. Halleck,
General-in-Chief





Haupt wasted two hours trying unsuccessfully to locate a general officer, advising Halleck at 11 o’clock that Cox was in Washington, Sturgis in the field, and Smith nowhere to be found. He didn’t mention Slocum, but did locate two regiments of Cox’s command and said he would next go to other camps “to drum up some more.”


The upshot of Haupt’s bird-dogging search was that he finally rounded up two more New Jersey regiments. Placing Brigadier General George W. Taylor, one of Slocum’s brigade commanders, in command, Haupt loaded the four regiments and an artillery battery on cars, and sent them packing for Manassas Junction, with orders to seize and hold the Bull Run bridge.


Taylor Makes a Noble Effort


Taylor was an energetic fellow, but without the least idea what his raw troops were up against. The train was halted at a point above the Junction, the men were de-trained and marched resolutely forward. Placing the battery near Bull Run, Taylor opened an annoying fire on the enemy in Manassas, crossed the bridge, and advanced to drive out the Confederate raiding party, as he vaguely understood them to be.


So far as Jackson knew, this might be a genuine threat. Taking no chances, he sent the better part of A. P. Hill’s division to dispose of the brave but hapless Federals. When the Union troops realized the size of the determined force moving to cut them down, they suddenly turned and tried to escape. Taylor was killed, more than one hundred of his men killed or wounded, six guns and over two hundred men captured. To add to their woes, the retreating troops ran into Fitz Lee, who with three regiments of Gray cavalry was returning from a reconnaissance to Fairfax Court House. That finished the Federals as an organization, although some individuals made their way back to Alexandria.


Pope’s information at Warrenton had come from a fourth train whose engineer, sensing trouble ahead, jammed on the brakes as the train approached Bristoe Station and quickly backed away to safety. But Pope also accepted this intelligence as of little importance and took no action. The fact was that the Federal commander was fast reaching a stage which, to an objective observer, would suggest a state of bewilderment, although Pope himself believed he had the situation well in hand and was moving his chessmen around the board in clever fashion, all things considered.


Pope Operates in a Fog


Nevertheless, for three days, from the 24th to the 27th, as he shifted divisions here and there for reasons best known to himself, Pope had not the haziest notion of what the Confederates were doing, so careful had been their preparations and so well masked the movements of both Jackson’s and Longstreet’s wings. As for Pope’s cavalry, it might as well have been in Canada or elsewhere, for he had worn down Buford’s and Bayard’s regiments on inconsequential missions. Now, when they could have been usefully engaged on distant reconnaissance, he failed to assign them to that essential mission, at least not in the early stages when information was needed the most.


While all this was going on behind the curtain of Federal ignorance that Lee had so effectively rolled down around three sides of the area occupied by the Union forces, just what was Pope’s strength at sunset August 27, when Jackson’s 24,000 men had finished making a shambles of his rear; and what were the positions and dispositions of the opposing armies?


It had finally penetrated Pope’s consciousness, on the morning of August 27, that affairs had taken a more serious turn than he had at first supposed. Upon discovering that the strength of the Confederate force on his rear indicated far more than a mere raid, he had ordered up an infantry regiment and followed it with Hooker’s entire division, which engaged Ewell in a brisk encounter that developed more fully the character of the Confederate opposition. Pope was now aware that Lee had, recklessly it seemed, divided his army. It appeared that his own Army of Virginia lay between the two Confederate wings. Exultantly, therefore, Pope concluded that Lee had worked himself into a dangerous position and that Jackson’s exposed position presented him with “the only opportunity which had offered to gain any success over the superior forces of the enemy,” as he stated in his official report.
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