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“This is the most important book in a long time on military affairs. It is likely to become the standard volume on the subject of top command. It also promises to change the way we all look at how wars should be managed by presidents and other civilian leaders. Military officers especially may be shocked by Cohen’s conclusion that the best civilian leaders are those who meddle and ask tough questions of their military subordinates. But even those who disagree with him will come away informed by the argument.”


—THOMAS E. RICKS, author of Making the Corps


“A commanding study of leadership in times of war. If I could ask President Bush to read one book, this would be it.”


—WILLIAM KRISTOL, editor, The Weekly Standard


“A fascinating study of the intersection of war and politics. Cohen’s exploration of the conundrum of wartime leadership—Who should run things: president or general?—is both brilliant and unconventional. A timely book, very readable and original.”


—CHARLES KRAUTHAMMER, syndicated columnist




The relationship between military leaders and political leaders has always been a complicated one, especially in times of war. When the chips are down, who should run the show—the politicians or the generals? In Supreme Command, Eliot Cohen examines four great democratic war statesmen—Abraham Lincoln, Georges Clemenceau, Winston Churchill, and David Ben-Gurion—to reveal the surprising answer: the politicians. Great statesmen do not turn their wars over to their generals, and then stay out of their way. Great statesmen make better generals of their generals. They question and drive their military men, and at key times they overrule their advice. The generals may think they know how to win, but the statesmen are the ones who see the big picture.


Lincoln, Clemenceau, Churchill, and Ben-Gurion led four very different kinds of democracy, under the most difficult circumstances imaginable. They came from four very different backgrounds—backwoods lawyer, dueling French doctor, rogue aristocrat, and impoverished Jewish socialist. Yet they faced similar challenges, not least the possibility that their conduct of the war could bring about their fall from power. Each exhibited mastery of detail and fascination with technology. All four were great learners, who studied war as if it were their own profession, and in many ways mastered it as well as did their generals. All found themselves locked in conflict with military men. All four triumphed.


Military men often dismiss politicians as meddlers, doves, or naifs. Yet military men make mistakes. The art of a great leader is to push his subordinates to achieve great things. The lessons of the book apply not just to President Bush and other world leaders in the war on terrorism, but to anyone who faces extreme adversity at the head of a free organization—including leaders and managers throughout the corporate world.


The lessons of Supreme Command will be immediately apparent to all managers and leaders, as well as students of history.
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PREFACE


This is a book about leadership in wartime—or more precisely about the tension between two kinds of leadership, civil and military. In it I have attempted to uncover the nature of strategy-making in war by looking at four great democratic war statesmen, and examining how they dealt with the military leaders who served them. My hope in so doing is to explore some fundamental aspects of leadership. This is, therefore, not merely an historical analysis but a study of issues that remain alive to this day.


This work will appeal, I hope, to those readers who desire to know more about the four statesmen I discuss in the middle of the book and to those who are interested more generally in the problem of how men (or women) confront the greatest challenges that can befall a national leader. There will be other audiences as well, I hope: students of leadership more broadly viewed, soldiers who wish to learn more about the problems of civil-military relations in wartime, scholars interested in this field, and indeed politicians themselves.


The book begins with a discussion of the problem of civil-military relations from a general point of view. Those interested in plunging a bit more deeply into this issue should consult the appendix, “The Theory of Civilian Control.” The first chapter sketches out what I call the “normal” theory of civil-military relations—a norm violated in most ways by the subjects of the next four chapters. Lincoln, Clemenceau, Churchill, and Ben-Gurion each receive a chapter-length account, focusing on the problem of civil-military relations. These chapters do not deal with all aspects of wartime leadership (industrial mobilization, for example) except insofar as it affected civil-military relations. Chapter 6 explores civil-military relations after World War II by looking at how the United States has waged war under far less effective leaders than those studied here. A final chapter attempts to draw more generalized lessons for contemporary democracies, and for students of leadership more broadly viewed.


The idea for this book formed when I was teaching at the Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, in the mid-1980s. The Strategy Department there, to which I belonged, engaged senior military officers in a discussion of the fundamental issues discussed here through the study of the history of war from ancient to modern times. One day a frustrated officer remarked to me, “This isn’t really a course in strategy at all, it’s a course on civil-military relations.” He had gotten to the heart of the subject, little though it had pleased him to do so. In fact, the study of the relationship between soldiers and statesmen (rather different from the relationship between the soldier and the state, as a famous book has it) lies at the heart of what strategy is all about. In the book’s first chapter we will see how closely related conceptions of strategy are to civil-military relations.


While at Newport I had the opportunity to mull over some of the cases that I discuss here, particularly those of Abraham Lincoln and Winston Churchill, the two greatest war statesmen that the English-speaking world has produced. I should add here that a second impetus for this book came from a long-time fascination with the four statesmen discussed in chapters 2 through 5, particularly Churchill. I was awed, as so many people are, by the courage that enabled him to save Great Britain from surrender to Hitler’s Germany. Yet the more widely I read him (particularly his biography of his great ancestor, the duke of Marlborough, published in the 1930s), the more I came to think of him as a certain kind of theorist of the conduct of war. Uniquely, he was not merely a statesman, but a student of statesmanship. Furthermore, the more one learns about his conduct of his war, the more one realizes that the image purveyed by some memoirists and historians of an impulsive, erratic, absurdly romantic aristocrat is, in fact, incorrect. He understood modern warfare better than did his generals, and he acted with far more method than politicians today. Historians of the last twenty years have dealt increasingly unkindly with his conduct of the wars he fought—as, to a lesser extent, they have also criticized Ben-Gurion. I confess to a certain desire to enter the lists on behalf of Churchill and his colleagues in this book.


Such an admission opens me, I well realize, to accusations of hero-worship—a practice out of keeping with the temper of these times, which too often prefers accounts of a politician’s sexual peccadillos to reflection on his practice of the political art. Moreover, since great political leaders are by definition unusual, we are unfamiliar with them. “Great men are so rare that they take some getting used to,” remarks Henry Kissinger.1 Furthermore, it seems to me that the scholarly disciplines of political science and, to a lesser extent, history have increasingly distanced themselves from psychological sympathy with their subjects. A belief in the greatness of statesmen puts in jeopardy theories built on descriptions of social forces or institutions, or systemic explanations such as “rational choice.” The statesmanship of outstanding individuals was once a popular and legitimate subject of inquiry; this is no longer true. The professionalization of the academy has meant that many scholars have had a narrower range of personal experience, and perhaps a narrower set of social acquaintances, than was the case in the past. Samuel Eliot Morison once said, “The great historians, with few exceptions, are those who have not merely studied, but lived,” and he told the veterans of World War II that their war experience would enable them to “read man’s doings in the past with far greater understanding than if they had spent these years in sheltered academic groves.”2


Morison’s students, like the master himself, learned much from their personal exposure to the shocks of war. Succeeding generations, however, have become more insulated from a world of practice, and the upshot is often a history that shows remarkably little sympathy for the cares and burdens of political leaders. Edmund Wilson once observed about literary critics that “the relation of the professor to his subjects … is, nine times out of ten, a strained and embarrassing one. The professor would be made most uncomfortable if he had to meet Whitman or Byron; he would not like him—he does not, in fact, like him.”3 Mutatis mutandis, the same holds true of many military historians.


The purpose of this book is not, however, to defend the reputations of its principal subjects. The purpose is, rather, to make the nature of the challenges and complexities they faced more comprehensible, and this book does unabashedly accept the notion that there are, occasionally, great statesmen whose skill in the politics of war exceeds those of the average run of political men and women. I will not pretend to encompass the whole of each man’s war direction—each has attracted the attention of authors whose works run to many volumes. Rather, this book explores the performance of these four men as war leaders as a way of illuminating the perennial problem of civil-military relations in wartime. It focuses on certain key traits or characteristics, rather than the totality of their experience, and it makes no apology for not providing a comprehensive account of each leader’s efforts, which could only produce a superficial text.


Arguments from the experience of exceptional persons make some uneasy. For that reason this book includes a chapter on “leadership without genius,” a discussion of what happens when the average run of politicians and generals find themselves at war. It will consider explicitly the argument that the methods and approaches of exceptional leaders cannot serve as the model for their run-of-the-mill counterparts. There I will also examine some of the differences between what historians call total war and more limited conflicts. It turned out, rather to my own surprise, that in their fundamental challenges for civilian leaders the two kinds of war diverge less than one might expect. Extreme circumstances, including war for the most essential national interests, enable us to see more clearly what great leaders do and of what they are made. If one wishes to study the finest steel, best to search for the hottest furnace.





CHAPTER 1



THE SOLDIER AND THE STATESMAN


Few choices bedevil organizations as much as the selection of senior leaders. Often they look for those with high-level experience in different settings: New York City’s Columbia University sought out America’s most senior general, Dwight D. Eisenhower, to lead it after World War II; President Ronald Reagan made a corporate tycoon his chief of staff in 1985; in the early 1990s, Sears Roebuck, an ailing giant, looked to the chief logistician of the Gulf War to help it turn around. Frequently enough the transplant fails; the sets of skills and aptitudes that led to success in one walk of life either do not carry over or are downright dysfunctional in another. The rules of politics differ from those of business, and universities do not act the way corporations do. Even within the business world, car companies and software giants may operate very differently, and the small arms manufacturer who takes over an ice-cream company may never quite settle in to the new culture.


To be sure, leaders at the top have some roughly similar tasks: setting directions, picking subordinates, monitoring performance, handling external constituencies, and inspiring achievement. And they tend, often enough, to think that someone in a different walk of life has the answers to their dilemmas, which is why the generals study business books, and the CEOs peruse military history. But in truth the details of their work differ so much that in practice the parallels often elude them, or can only be discovered by digging more deeply than is the norm.


The relations between statesmen and soldiers in wartime offer a special case of this phenomenon. Many senior leaders in private life must manage equally senior professionals who have expertise and experience that dwarf their own, but politicians dealing with generals in wartime face exceptional difficulties. The stakes are so high, the gaps in mutual understanding so large, the differences in personality and background so stark, that the challenges exceed anything found in the civilian sector—which is why, perhaps, these relationships merit close attention not only from historians and students of policy, but from anyone interested in leadership at its most acutely difficult. To learn how statesmen manage their generals in wartime one must explore the peculiarities of the military profession and the exceptional atmospheres and values produced by war. These peculiarities and conditions are unique and extreme, and they produce relationships far more complicated and tense than either citizen or soldier may expect in peacetime, or even admit to exist in time of war.


“LET HIM COME WITH ME INTO MACEDONIA”


To see why, turn back to the year 168 B.C. The place is the Senate of the Roman republic, the subject the proposed resumption of war (for the third time) against Macedonia, and the speaker Consul Lucius Aemilius:


 


I am not, fellow-citizens, one who believes that no advice may be given to leaders; nay rather I judge him to be not a sage, but haughty, who conducts everything according to his own opinion alone. What therefore is my conclusion? Generals should receive advice, in the first place from the experts who are both specially skilled in military matters and have learned from experience; secondly, from those who are on the scene of action, who see the terrain, the enemy, the fitness of the occasion, who are sharers in the danger, as it were, aboard the same vessel. Thus, if there is anyone who is confident that he can advise me as to the best advantage of the state in this campaign which I am about to conduct, let him not refuse his services to the state, but come with me into Macedonia. I will furnish him with his sea-passage, with a horse, a tent, and even travel-funds. If anyone is reluctant to do this and prefers the leisure of the city to the hardships of campaigning, let him not steer the ship from on shore. The city itself provides enough subjects for conversation; let him confine his garrulity to these; and let him be aware that I shall be satisfied with the advice originating in camp.1


 


The Consul’s cry for a free hand echoes that of generals throughout history—although the historian Livy records that, as a matter of fact, an unusually large number of senators decided to accompany him on campaign. Still, the notion that generals once given a mission should have near total discretion in its execution is a powerful one.


Popular interpretations of the Vietnam and Gulf wars, the one supposedly a conflict characterized by civilian interference in the details of warmaking, the other a model of benign operational and tactical neglect by an enlightened civilian leadership, seem to confirm the value of a bright line drawn between the duties of soldiers and civilians. Thus the chief of staff to General Norman Schwarzkopf, commander of US forces in Southwest Asia: “Schwarzkopf was never second-guessed by civilians, and that’s the way it ought to work.”2 Or more directly, then-President George Bush’s declaration when he received the Association of the US Army’s George Catlett Marshall Medal: “I vowed that I would never send an American soldier into combat with one hand tied behind that soldier’s back. We did the politics and you superbly did the fighting.”3 Small wonder, then, that the editor of the US Army War College’s journal wrote to his military colleagues:


 


There will be instances where civilian officials with Napoleon complexes and micromanaging mentalities are prompted to seize the reins of operational control. And having taken control, there will be times when they then begin to fumble toward disaster. When this threatens to happen, the nation’s top soldier … must summon the courage to rise and say to his civilian masters, “You can’t do that!” and then stride to the focal point of decision and tell them how it must be done.4 Such a view of the roles of civilian and soldier reflects popular understandings as well. The 1996 movie Independence Day, for example, features only one notable villain (aside, that is, from the aliens who are attempting to devastate and conquer the Earth)—an overweening secretary of defense who attempts to direct the American military’s counterattack against the invaders from outer space. Only after the interfering and deceitful civilian is out of the way can the president, a former Air Force combat pilot who gets back into uniform to lead the climactic aerial battle, and his military assistants (with the aid of one civilian scientist in a purely technical role) get on with the job of defeating the foe. To this comfortable consensus of capital, camp, and Hollywood one can add the weight of academic theory. Samuel Huntington, arguably the greatest American political scientist of our time, in a classic work, The Soldier and the State,5 laid out what he termed a theory of “objective control,” which holds that the healthiest and most effective form of civilian control of the military is that which maximizes professionalism by isolating soldiers from politics, and giving them as free a hand as possible in military matters.


 


THE NORMAL THEORY OF CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS


We can call this consensus the “normal” theory of civil-military relations, which runs something like this. Officers are professionals, much like highly trained surgeons: the statesman is in the position of a patient requiring urgent care. He may freely decide whether or not to have an operation, he may choose one doctor over another, and he may even make a decision among different surgical options, although that is more rare. He may not, or at least ought not supervise a surgical procedure, select the doctor’s scalpel, or rearrange the operating room to his liking. Even the patient who has medical training is well-advised not to attempt to do so, and indeed, his doctor will almost surely resent a colleague-patient’s efforts along such lines. The result should be a limited degree of civilian control over military matters. To ask too many questions (let alone to give orders) about tactics, particular pieces of hardware, the design of a campaign, measures of success, or to press too closely for the promotion or dismissal of anything other than the most senior officers is meddling and interference, which is inappropriate and downright dangerous.


The difficulty is that the great war statesmen do just those improper things—and, what is more, it is because they do so that they succeed. This book looks at four indubitably great and successful war leaders, Abraham Lincoln, Georges Clemenceau, Winston Churchill, and David Ben-Gurion. The period of their tenure spans a substantial but not overwhelming period of time and different kinds of democratic polities. These four politicians have enough in common to bear comparison, yet differ enough to exhibit various features of the problem of civil-military relations in wartime. Given the dangers of thinking through these problems exclusively from an American perspective, it makes sense that only one of them should come from the pages of American history.


Lincoln, Clemenceau, Churchill, and Ben-Gurion led four very different kinds of democracies, under the most difficult circumstances imaginable. They came from different traditions of civil-military relations, had had disparate personal experiences, and confronted different arrays of subordinates and peers. The nature of each of their democracies shaped the nature of the leadership that they could exert and that was required of them. They faced much in common, however. Institutions of a more or less free press and legislative bodies constrained their powers, and they had to deal with populations whose temper and disposition could affect their behavior directly. Powerful as each of these men was, he had to consider the possibility that his conduct of the war could bring about his fall from power by constitutional—that is, civilian—means. At the same time, in their dealings with the military they did not need to fear a violent coup. However, military opposition could and did translate into a variety of forms of political opposition, sometimes with a potential to overthrow them.


The period spanned here—a bit less than a century—saw the development of a distinctive style of warfare, sometimes called “total war” but perhaps more accurately described as “industrialized warfare.” Success in war depended in large measure on an ability to obtain (through production or importation) mass-manufactured weapons. At the same time, these leaders did not have to cope with one of the distinctive challenges of a later strategic era, that of weapons of mass destruction. Interestingly enough, however, it was Churchill who early on grasped the paradoxical peace-inducing nature of atomic terror, and Ben-Gurion who laid the groundwork for an Israeli nuclear program at a time when Israeli conventional strength was set on a course of prolonged improvement.


These four statesmen conducted their wars during what may come to be seen as the time of the first communications revolution, when it became possible to communicate useful quantities of information almost instantaneously and to move large quantities of men and war materiel at great speed by means of mechanical transportation. In physics, the product of velocity and mass is energy, and the same is true of warfare. Thus, these statesmen had to conduct wars at a time when the instruments of conflict themselves were changing and gathering speed. One might suggest that a second communications revolution is now upon us, in which a further quantum increase in the amount of information that can be distributed globally has occurred, and the role played by that information in all of civilized life will again transform society and ultimately the conduct of war. Thus these four cases exhibit the problems of wartime leadership during a period of enormous change. By understanding the challenges of those times we may also understand better the nature of the changes that are upon us today, in an age that looks to be quite different. The fundamental problems of statesmanship faced by the leaders of today have not changed as much as one might think. These are matters that I will explore in the conclusion to this book.


Finally, these statesmen were separated in time but linked by deep respect. Clemenceau visited the United States after the Civil War and professed a great admiration for Lincoln; Churchill paid Clemenceau the homage of rhetorical imitation (verging on plagiarism) on more than one occasion. And Ben-Gurion paid a tribute to Churchill’s leadership in a note written a few years before the latter’s death: “It was not only the liberties and the honour of your own people that you saved,” wrote one aged giant to another.6 Thus a thin but definite personal, not merely conceptual thread links these four men. The personal similarities and contrasts among them will bear examination. Three of them (Clemenceau, Churchill, and Ben-Gurion) assumed the reins of high command at an advanced age; two of them with very little in the way of preparation for the conduct of large-scale warfare (Lincoln and Clemenceau, although one might make a similar point about Ben-Gurion). Each exhibited in different ways similar qualities of ruthlessness, mastery of detail, and fascination with technology. All four were great learners who studied war as if it were their own profession, and in many ways they mastered it as well as did their generals. And all found themselves locked in conflict with military men. When one reads the transcripts of Ben-Gurion’s furious arguments in 1948 with the de facto chief of staff of the new Israel Defense Forces—Yigal Yadin, a thirty-two-year-old archaeologist who had never served in any regular army—they do not sound very different from the tempestuous arguments between Winston Churchill and the grim Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Field Marshal Alan Brooke, twenty-five years older than Yadin and with a career spent in uniform. For all of the differences in their backgrounds the backwoods lawyer, the dueling French doctor turned journalist, the rogue aristocrat, and the impoverished Jewish socialist found themselves in similar predicaments: admiring their generals and despairing over them, driving some, dismissing others, and watching even the best with affection ever limited by wariness.


“WAR IS NOT MERELY AN ACT OF POLICY, BUT A TRUE POLITICAL INSTRUMENT.”


If these four could have had a collective military adviser, one suspects that it would have been an older figure yet, Carl von Clausewitz, the greatest theorist of war, whose On War remains a standard text for aspiring strategists to the present day. For the Prussian general, who spent most of his adult life on active service fighting against the French Revolution and Napoleon, the attempt to separate the business of politicians and soldiers was a hopeless task. For that reason, early in the nineteenth century he rejected the “normal” theory. To understand why, at the deepest level, these statesmen did not delegate war fighting to the generals, one turns to Clausewitz’s famous dictum, that war is merely the continuation of politics by other means. But by this he has something far more radical in mind than is commonly thought.7


“We see, therefore, that war is not merely an act of policy but a true political instrument, a continuation of political intercourse, carried on with other means.”8 The first part of the sentence (“not merely an act of policy”) illuminates the second and suggests its radical nature. For Clausewitz there is no field of military action that might not be touched by political considerations. In practice, politics might not determine the stationing of pickets or the dispatch of patrols, he writes, but in theory it could (and, one might add, in the day of CNN often does). Although Clausewitz fully recognizes the power of war untrammeled to overwhelm political rationality—by intoxicating men with blood lust, or through the sheer difficulty of making things happen, which he termed friction—he thought that all activity in war had potential political consequences and repercussions, and that every effort must therefore be made to bend war to serve the ends of politics.


The Clausewitzian view is incompatible with the doctrine of professionalism codified by the “normal” theory of civil-military relations. If every facet of military life may have political consequences, if one cannot find a refuge from politics in the levels of war (saying, for example, that “grand strategy” is properly subject to political influence, but “military strategy” is not), civil-military relations are problematic. The Clausewitzian formula for civil-military relations has it that the statesman may legitimately interject himself in any aspect of war-making, although it is often imprudent for him to do so. On most occasions political leaders will have neither the knowledge nor the judgment to intervene in a tactical decision, and most episodes in war have little or no political import. But there can be in Clausewitz’s view no arbitrary line dividing civilian and military responsibility, no neat way of carving off a distinct sphere of military action. “When people talk, as they often do, about harmful political influence on the management of war, they are not really saying what they mean. Their quarrel should be with the policy itself, not its influence. If the policy is right—that is, successful—any intentional effect it has on the conduct of the war can only be to the good.”9


The political nature of war drives the Clausewitzian to this conclusion. So too does the curious nature of military professionalism. The peculiarities of that calling (see the appendix “The Theory of Civilian Control”) mandate more action by the politician than may be customary among the clients or employers of other professionals. The selection of and dismissal of generals is one such activity. Generals rarely enter a war having commanded for any length of time forces comparable to those assigned them on the outbreak of a conflict; hence they are almost always unproved. It often falls to the political leadership to determine the competence—the narrower tactical ability, in fact—of the military leaders in the face of ambiguous information, for not all defeated generals are inept. Furthermore, it often occurs that generals fit for one type of operation fail dismally at another; the slashing, attacking commander may lack the talents of his more stolid brethren for conducting a defense or those of his more tactful colleagues for handling allies. Of course, contenders in lawsuits occasionally fire their attorneys, patients seek new doctors, and companies look for different engineers. But the problem of selecting military leadership is altogether more acute. Not only is it more pervasive (most patients, after all, do not in fact fire their doctors—or if they do decide to do so, they often come to that conclusion too late), but the problem of selecting military leadership frequently covers a far wider field. Rather than picking a single professional or firm to handle a task, politicians must select dozens, even scores. Often enough they cannot know that the next man they pick will be any better than his predecessor, for all alike are inexperienced at the task before them. Except at the end of a very long war, there is no recognized expert at hand with a proven record in the managing of complex military operations against an active enemy.


And there is little parallel in civilian life to the problems of morale and domestic political disharmony that beset a politician considering dismissal of a general. In daily life the professional’s employment is understood to be simply at the sufferance of his client; but in the world of war, generals become semi-independent political figures of considerable importance. Soldiers are not merely neutral instruments of the state but warriors, and in wartime warriors elicit respect and admiration. Most generals know this, and many are human enough to act accordingly. Rarely in wartime are senior military leaders cut off from the highest echelons of politics; rather they mingle (rather more than they do in peacetime, in fact) with legislators, journalists, and senior bureaucrats. They appear on the front pages of newspapers and are lionized by social élites, and they may even attempt to undermine their nominal superiors in the forum of public opinion.10 A dismissed lawyer or doctor does not normally seize such opportunities.


It is not, however, only the selection and dismissal of generals that constitute a politician’s chief responsibility in war, nor is it even (as the military textbooks would suggest) the articulation of goals or the allocation of resources. Rather, a politician finds himself managing military alliances, deciding the nature of acceptable risk, shaping operational choices, and reconstructing military organizations. During World War II, for example, the British War Cabinet found itself called upon to make decisions on matters as minute as whether certain trans-Atlantic convoys should travel at thirteen as opposed to fifteen knots, because although their naval advisers could tell them about the pros and cons of a decision on either side, the assumption of risk to Britain’s lifeline to the outer world required a political decision.11 Or, to take an even more telling case, in June 1943 it was a prime-ministerial decision whether or not to introduce WINDOW—radar-jamming chaff—to help British bombers break through to Germany. The Royal Air Force was divided: Bomber Command favored such a measure, but those responsible for the air defense of Great Britain, expecting enemy imitation of such a move, feared that for half a year they would lose all ability to defend the night skies over Britain.12 Once again, the balance of risk required a political decision. In both these cases (and there are many more) the politicians had to resolve important questions not only because of the scope of the issues at stake, but because the professionals could not agree. Divided among themselves not merely by opinion but by professional background, military leaders often differ sharply about the best course of action. Ben-Gurion, for example, had to arbitrate between the home-grown socialist élites of the Palmach and the more stolid veterans of the British Army. As Stephen Rosen has noted, military organizations may be understood not simply as professional organizations but as political communities that struggle internally over fundamental issues. “They determine who will live and die, in wartime, and how; who will be honored and who will sit on the sidelines when war occurs.”13


In all four of the cases we will examine here, there was little debate about the fundamental subordination of soldiers to civilian control. Coexisting, however, with that subordination—that acceptance of the legitimacy of civilian dominance—is a deep undercurrent of mutual mistrust. In practice, soldiers and statesmen in war often find themselves in an uneasy, even conflictual collaborative relationship, in which the civilian usually (at least in democracies) has the upper hand. It is a conflict often exacerbated by the differences in experience and outlook that political life and military life engender. These differences are not ideological but temperamental, even cultural.



“THIS MAN TOO HAS ONE MOUTH AND ONE HAND”


The memoirs of two soldiers turned politicians illustrate this. Ariel Sharon, prime minister of Israel as this book goes to press, was a uniformed hero of Israel’s 1956, 1967, and 1973 wars, but subsequently became, in the eyes of many of his countrymen, a civilian villain as minister of defense during the 1982 war in Lebanon. His memoirs capture the essence of a general’s mistrust of politicians, and render (perhaps disingenuously) his own wonderment at his entry into politics. He reflects on joining the Israeli parliament, the Knesset, for the first time:


 


Like politics, military life is a constant struggle. But with all the difficulties and bitterness that may develop, at least there are certain rules. In politics there are no rules, no sense of proportion, no sensible hierarchy. An Israeli military man setting foot in this new world has most likely experienced great victories and also terrible defeats. He has had moments of exultation and moments of deepest grief. He knows what it is to be supremely confident, even inspired. But he has suffered the most abject fear and the deepest horror. He has made decisions about life and death, for himself as well as for others.


The same person enters the political world and finds that he has one mouth to speak with and one hand to vote with, exactly like the man sitting next to him. And that man perhaps has never witnessed or experienced anything profound or anything dramatic in his life. He does not know either the heights or the depths. He has never tested himself or made critical decisions or taken responsibility for his life or the lives of his fellows. And this man—it seems incredible—but this man too has one mouth and one hand.14


 


Charles de Gaulle, writing more than half a century earlier, captured these fundamental differences no less starkly:


 


The soldier often regards the man of politics as unreliable, inconstant, and greedy for the limelight. Bred on imperatives, the military temperament is astonished by the number of pretenses in which the statesman has to indulge.… The impassioned twists and turns, the dominant concern with the effect to be produced, the appearance of weighing others in terms not of their merit but of their influence—all inevitable characteristics in the civilian whose authority rests upon the popular will—cannot but worry the professional soldier, broken in, as he is, to a life of hard duties, self-effacement, and respect shown for services rendered.


Inversely, the taste for system, the self-assurance and the rigidity which, as the result of prolonged constraint, are inbred in the soldier, seem to the politicians tiresome and unattractive. Everything in the military code which is absolute, peremptory and not to be questioned, is repugnant to those who live in a world of rough and ready solutions, endless intriguing and decisions which may be reversed at a moment’s notice.15


 


De Gaulle goes on to argue that this contrast explains the preference of politicians in peacetime for complaisant and docile military leaders, who frequently must be replaced at the outset of a war. Allowing for the differences in time and nationality, there is a kernel of truth here.


Yet the ultimate domination of the civilian leader is contingent, often fragile, and always haunted by his own lack of experience at high command, for he too is usually a novice in making the great decisions of war. For a politician to dictate military action is almost always folly. Civil-military relations must thus be a dialogue of unequals and the degree of civilian intervention in military matters a question of prudence, not principle, because principle properly opens the entire field of military activity to civilian scrutiny and direction. Perhaps the greatest of all leaders, Winston Churchill, noted in his reflections on World War II that “It is always right to probe.”16


“THE SURPRISING CAPACITY OF HUMAN INTELLIGENCE FOR ERROR”


A fictional general famously remarked:


 


… do you recall what Clemenceau said about war? He said war was too important to be left to the generals.


When he said that, fifty years ago, he might have been right.


But today, war is too important to be left to politicians. They have neither the time, the training, or the inclination for strategic thought.


 


The words, one suspects, would win approval from more than a few practitioners and observers of contemporary civil-military relations—until they realized that they were expressed by the half-crazed Brigadier General Jack D. Ripper, of Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove, Or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964). There are few, if any, General Rippers in the American military, but the sentiment surely persists, and indeed is even shared by some politicians. “The notion that it is inappropriate for civilian leaders to involve themselves in the details of military operations is pervasive in the military,” writes Scott Cooper, an Air Force captain troubled by the views of the generals. “It is also misguided.”17


The generals and politicians who nonetheless cling to the “normal” theory do so for understandable reasons. It has much to be said for it. The “normal” theory reaffirms our belief in a distinctive “military way,” a compelling if somewhat anachronistic code by which most military officers live. There are military values that are indeed distinct from those of civil society: self-abnegation, altruism, loyalty, and of course, courage. To set aside those differences or to ignore their importance would be not merely unwise, but devastating to military effectiveness. Nor should anyone cast aside the ideal of political neutrality, which has, if anything, grown in importance in an age when politicians populate political staffs with officers, be it on Capitol Hill or in the White House.18 But where the “normal” theory goes awry is in its insistence on a principled, as opposed to a prudential basis for civilian restraint in interrogating, probing, and even in extremis, dictating military action. Taken to extremes, it would free politicians of real responsibility for the gravest challenges a country can face, and remove oversight and control from those whose job most requires it.


 


Only the surprising capacity of human intelligence for error can explain the opinion of prominent authorities who, although they acknowledge the role of politics in preparing for war and drafting the initial plan, rule out the possibility that politics can affect strategy once a war has started … A politics that would renounce the retention of its authority over the leadership of a war and acknowledge the primacy of military specialists and silently conform to their requirements would itself acknowledge its own bankruptcy.19


 


Thus the words of a shrewd Russian strategist, a victim of Stalin’s purges, who had studied closely the disaster that had befallen his country and the rest of Europe in 1914-1918, partly as a result of faulty civilian control of military operations.


It is not a popular view. The former Supreme Allied Commander Atlantic, Admiral Harry Train, wrote in an analysis of the 1982 Falklands War, “when the duly accountable political leadership assumes the military role of deciding how the armed forces will perform their duties, the nation has a problem.”20 On the contrary, the truth is that when politicians abdicate their role in making those decisions, the nation has a problem. In the words of a wise observer of an earlier generation, reflecting upon the disaster of Vietnam and the role of weak civilian and unimaginative military leadership in bringing it about, “The civil hand must never relax, and it must without one hint of apology hold the control that has always belonged to it by right.”21


Thus far the theory; we now turn to the practice.





CHAPTER 2



LINCOLN SENDS A LETTER


“FOR A RANK AMATEUR ASTONISHINGLY GOOD”


On 30 April 1864 Abraham Lincoln wrote a letter to Ulysses S. Grant, his newly selected general in chief, soon to embark on the campaign that would, during a single bloody year, crush the Confederacy.


 


Not expecting to see you again before the spring campaign opens, I wish to express, in this way, my entire satisfaction with what you have done up to this time, so far as I understand it. The particulars of your plans I neither know, or seek to know. You are vigilant and self-reliant; and, pleased with this, I wish not to obtrude any constraints or restraints upon you. While I am very anxious that any great disaster, or the capture of our men in great numbers, shall be avoided, I know these points are less likely to escape your attention than they would mine. If there is anything wanting which is within my power to give, do not fail to let me know it.


And now with a brave Army, and a just cause, may God sustain you.1


 


Like so many of Lincoln’s letters, this one has achieved fame for its eloquent simplicity. And like the man himself it is utterly deceptive in that regard, for Lincoln’s letters to his generals reflected the workings of a subtle and cunning mind. In studying them, and the man behind them, one sees an example of war leadership that departs very far from the seeming detachment from military detail that he promised—but did not always deliver—to Grant.


For many years, though, historians have not taken this view. Two of the best-known books on Lincoln as commander in chief, T. Harry Williams’s Lincoln and His Generals and Kenneth P. Williams’s massive (but unfinished) Lincoln Finds a General have taken the view that Lincoln’s challenge and achievement as commander in chief consisted of finding a general or generals who could do the bloody work of reuniting the country. In this common account, Lincoln deserves credit (or, according to a few, blame) for working his way through a list of incompetent commanders until finally he struck gold with Grant, at which point he stopped meddling in military affairs.


In an unintentionally patronizing passage, T. Harry Williams says that Lincoln’s “strategic thinking was sound and for a rank amateur astonishingly good,” but that “he was willing to discard his judgment of what was good strategy and take the opinion of any general whom he considered to be able. He was willing to yield the power to direct strategic operations to any general who could demonstrate that he was competent to frame and execute strategy.”2 This is, in some ways, the “normal” theory of civil-military relations applied to history: a political leader who won a war by defining objectives, mobilizing the public, picking the right leader, and handing the war over to him.


More recent authors have challenged this version of Lincoln’s tenure as commander in chief. Indeed, the more closely one examines the record, the more difficult it becomes to sustain the thesis that the problem of high command in the Civil War boiled down to the problem of merely finding a general, as opposed to guiding and directing the one Lincoln found. Hence the need to read carefully these missives—some powerfully clear, others equally misleading. In this particular case, for example, Lincoln sent this message to Grant only after the general had spent two months in the capital, not far from the president, who must have had some notion of what he was about. Furthermore, within a week of composing this letter disclaiming any wish to know Grant’s plans, Lincoln sent a special emissary to report back regularly—daily, in some cases—on what Grant was doing.3


Although it is hard to say that any part of Lincoln’s career has received insufficient attention, it remains the case that most students of the war have tacitly yielded the field to the “Lincoln finds a general” school of historiography and therefore have paid less attention to his direction of military operations and his handling of even his successful generals than they might.4 In fact, Lincoln exercised a constant oversight of the war effort from beginning to end. On 1 April 1861, only a few weeks after taking office, he instructed the commander in chief of the Army, the ancient but shrewd Winfield Scott, to provide “short, comprehensive, daily reports to me of what occurs in his department, including movements by himself, and under his orders, and the receipt of intelligence.”5 Scott obeyed this request—and on those few occasions on which he failed to do so, Lincoln noted that fact in his own memoranda. Lincoln did not hesitate to overrule his military advisers—not just after he had found his feet as commander in chief, but at the earliest stage in the war, when many contemporaries and not a few historians have regarded him as tentative, unsure of himself, even indecisive.6 Nowhere is this more clear than when the newly elected president confronted the problem of what to do about the harbor forts on the periphery of the seceding Southern states. This was a prime case of how military detail and political decision came together, and of Lincoln’s ability to do much more than pick a general.


On 15 March 1861 Lincoln asked his subordinates whether or not an effort should be made to resupply the isolated garrison at Fort Sumter. It was a time of crisis: the tiny military forces of the United States were falling apart as officers departed for the emerging Confederacy. (Enlisted men, by and large, remained loyal.) Seven states had seceded and others were preparing to do so. The departed states had inaugurated a president and vice president, and adopted a constitution; federal arsenals in those states had fallen (or been abandoned) to the secessionists. Masses of men were gathering weapons and drilling, but war had not broken out and many, on both sides, still hoped to avoid it.


Both the secretary of war, Simon Cameron, and the commanding general of the Army, Winfield Scott, argued against attempting to relieve the isolated garrisons on the Southern coast. General Scott declared that it would be best to evacuate both Sumter and Fort Pickens, making his case on the grounds of both the indefensibility of the forts and the desirable political consequences that would follow from voluntary evacuation.7 Lincoln turned to considerably more junior officers (including a rising captain, Montgomery C. Meigs, who would become the Army’s great quartermaster general) for alternative views.8 Then, overruling his senior advisers, Lincoln ordered the nonviolent resupply of Sumter. Understanding as he did that the South would rise to the bait, he would place the onus of firing the first shots in a civil war on the Confederacy. It was a characteristically cunning move, for underneath Lincoln’s apparent uncertainty and hesitation lay a steely willingness to accept the hazards of war. “The tug has to come, & better now, than any time hereafter,”9 he had written to a friend in December 1860. He understood, better than most, what “the tug” would mean. He chose an act of military imprudence—refusing to either withdraw or reinforce outnumbered garrisons—to achieve a broader political effect. In so doing, he rejected the unanimous advice of his senior military advisers, and not for the last time.


By war’s end Lincoln was allowing Grant and his close colleague, William Tecumseh Sherman, a fair degree of operational latitude, but only after they had devised a plan that matched his fundamental strategic concept of how the war would be won, a concept that dated back to the earliest stage of the conflict. His selection of Grant as general in chief of the Armies of the United States was preceded by years of careful watching and judgment. More importantly, from our point of view, that watching did not end with Grant’s ascension to supreme command—nor did Lincoln’s active scrutiny of military operations, which he undertook by means more subtle, but no less effective, than the issuance of direct orders. Lincoln did not merely find his generals; he controlled them. He molded the war to its last days, and he intended to dominate the making of peace at its end.


THE UNLIKELY COMMANDER IN CHIEF


Lincoln’s qualifications to serve as commander in chief were, on paper, infinitely inferior to those of his antagonist, Jefferson Davis. Davis graduated from West Point in 1828 and served seven years on active duty, returning to the colors in 1846 to lead a volunteer regiment gallantly and successfully at the battles of Monterrey and Buena Vista. After service in the Senate he became secretary of war in 1853 and served for four years; in that capacity he pressed for the widespread introduction of the new Minié ball (an improved bullet) and the adoption of the rifle as a standard arm in the military. He then returned to the Senate and remained deeply engaged in military matters there. Lincoln, by way of contrast, had done only a few months’ token service as a junior militia officer in the Black Hawk war of 1832, where his military experience included a (lost) wrestling contest with another captain for whose company would occupy a choice campground. Few would deny, however, that Lincoln was easily the greater war leader. Davis—unbending in his attitudes and stiff in his manners—did not have the reservoirs of humor, of patience, and of sympathy that allowed his opponent to put up with the misbehavior and failures of military commanders. It was easy for Davis to make use of a superlative officer like Robert E. Lee, who was not only a superb field commander but a deferential subordinate. The better test of Davis’s abilities appears in his ability to make use of the capable but short-tempered and unsociable Braxton Bragg. Davis attempted to smooth over the wrangling among generals that paralyzed the Army of Tennessee outside Chattanooga in October of 1863 and failed. Not decisive enough either to fire or transfer those who opposed and resented Bragg, or to relieve the commander himself, he tolerated a climate of command that led to disaster in the West only two months after an overwhelming victory at Chickamauga.10


Lincoln was by far the abler manager of men. A far more revealing letter than that to Grant in April 1864 is his 26 January 1863 letter of appointment to the blustering General Joseph Hooker:


 


I have placed you at the head of the Army of the Potomac. Of course I have done this upon what appear to me to be sufficient reasons. And yet I think it best for you to know that there are some things in regard to which, I am not quite satisfied with you. I believe you to be a brave and a skillful soldier, which, of course, I like. I also believe you do not mix politics with your profession, in which you are right. You have confidence in yourself, which is a valuable, if not an indispensable quality. You are ambitious, which, within reasonable bounds, does good rather than harm. But I think that during Gen. Burnside’s command of the Army, you have taken counsel of your ambition, and thwarted him as much as you could, in which you did a great wrong to the country, and to a most meritorious and honorable brother officer. I have heard, in such a way as to believe it, of your recently saying that both the Army and the Government needed a Dictator. Of course it was not for this, but in spite of it, that I have given you the command. Only those generals who gain successes, can set up dictators. What I now ask of you is military success, and I will risk the dictatorship. The government will support you to the utmost of its ability, which is neither more nor less than it has done and will do for all commanders. I much fear that the spirit which you have aided to infuse into the Army, of criticising their Commander, and withholding confidence from him, will now turn upon you. I shall assist you as far as I can, to put it down. Neither you, nor Napoleon, if he were alive again, could get any good out of an army, while such a spirit prevails in it.


And now, beware of rashness. Beware of rashness, but with energy, and sleepless vigilance, go forward, and give us victories.11


 


This letter, which remained private until Hooker’s death, shows Lincoln at his best. It is, indeed, a model for a leader dealing with a flawed, willful, but energetic and useful subordinate. It showed Hooker that the president saw through him, understanding his faults no less than his virtues, and it administered both rebuke and encouragement with a paternal air of concern that seems to have engendered neither resentment nor misunderstanding. Perhaps it is no coincidence that Hooker, whatever his other defects as a leader and despite his squabbles and feuds with other generals, thereafter obeyed Lincoln without a murmur.


Lincoln had the art, which he shared with the greatest of all Civil War field commanders, Robert E. Lee, of making use of able but flawed subordinates who could not abide one another. Lee managed to create an efficient team of the fanatical Stonewall Jackson, the dour James Longstreet, the flamboyant J. E. B. Stuart, and others, all united only by a common devotion to their commanding general and the larger cause. Lincoln managed an even more difficult task, harnessing the energies not only of a wide variety of military officers but of his wily and manipulative secretary of state, William Seward, his abrasive secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, and other members of a Cabinet that included his political enemies and rivals as well as his friends. Seward, who had intended to serve as de facto prime minister to the gawky Western president, became instead his most devoted servant; Stanton, who had mocked Lincoln as president—and in his previous career, treated him shabbily in the legal profession—became his chosen instrument; Salmon P. Chase, who had his own presidential aspirations, found himself maneuvered from the Cabinet to the Supreme Court, but only after ably managing the finances of the war. It is an easy thing for a politician to find docile, second-rate subordinates who will serve him loyally; it is a far more impressive achievement to mold fractious, ambitious, even disloyal but first-rate subordinates into a winning team.


At the same time Lincoln was no less willing than Davis, and in fact rather more so, to dismiss men who failed to perform. By comparison with our recent presidents, Lincoln was an exceptionally unforgiving boss. His first commander of what would become the Army of the Potomac, Irwin McDowell, lasted barely five months; George McClellan did better (roughly a year); John Pope scarcely two months. McClellan in his second tour of duty lasted a bit more than a month; Ambrose Burn-side less than three months; Joseph Hooker, five months; and George Meade nominally almost two years, although in truth he was effectively superseded by Ulysses S. Grant within nine months.


Despite Lincoln’s humanity he not only tolerated but fostered the ruthlessness needed to wage a total war. His injunction to the dogged Grant in the late summer of 1864 to “hold on with a bulldog grip, and chew and choke as much as possible,”12 was but one indication of the same resolve that manifested itself in an insistent demand to his commanders that they close with and destroy the enemy. It was manifested as well in General Orders 252, which declared that for every Union soldier executed by the Confederates one rebel prisoner would be killed by the Northerners, and for every Negro Union soldier enslaved, one Southerner would be put to hard labor.13


Lincoln brought to war leadership a thoroughly disciplined and educated mind. Though not formally educated, he had mastered not only the texts of his legal profession but Shakespeare and, to a lesser extent, the language of the Bible. A moment’s reflection will recall that both are steeped in military knowledge—of the agonies of warfare, of the character of warriors, and of the choices war leaders must make. He borrowed books from the Library of Congress to learn about war, although just how much he read remains a matter of dispute.14 Unlike many autodidacts, Lincoln had not merely a powerful intellect but an extraordinarily orderly and balanced one. More important yet, it had a quality invaluable to anyone who must lead in difficult circumstances: one of his more important subordinates, Assistant Secretary of War Charles Dana, described it as a mind with the remarkable peculiarity that it had no illusions. “He had no freakish notions that things were so, or might be so, when they were not so. All his thinking and reasoning, all his mind, in short, was based continually upon actual facts, and upon facts of which, as I said, he saw the essence.”15 Lincoln’s old law partner William Herndon remarked on the combination of cunning and cold, remorseless intellect in Lincoln’s prewar law practice: “Any man who took Lincoln for a simple-minded man would very soon wake up with his back in a ditch.”16


For all the pathos and power of Lincoln’s great speeches and letters, his papers often reveal an utterly unsentimental reasoning about human affairs. Consider for example his unpublished opinion on the draft, which begins with a dispassionate analysis of the reasons that impel men to enlist: “Among these motives would be patriotism, political bias, ambition, personal courage, love of adventure, want of employment, and convenience, or the opposites of some of these.”17 In wartime this quality of having no illusions is particularly valuable, yet rare. Clausewitz asserts that “War has a way of masking the stage with scenery crudely daubed with fearsome apparitions,”18 an observation as true for those in the highest headquarters as for those in the field. The history of warfare reveals many leaders who before a clash of arms have wildly unrealistic mental images of catastrophe or triumph. By contrast, one of Lincoln’s peculiarities was an unwillingness to forecast the consequences of military operations, to indulge in either illusion. His secretaries observed:


 


Throughout the tedious four-years’ war he pretended to no prophecy and recorded no predictions. When souls of little faith and great fear came to him with pertinacious questioning, he might possibly tell them what he had done; he never told them what he intended to do. “My policy is to have no policy,” was his pithy axiom oftentimes repeated; whence many illogically and most mistakenly inferred him to be without plans or expedients.19


He had his hopes and his desires, but he did not commit the strategic sin that Napoleon once described, of “making pictures” of the world as one wishes it to be, rather than as it is.


 


“HE ALMOST LIVED IN THE TELEGRAPH OFFICE.”


Lincoln’s skills at managing men, and the power of his intellect in understanding his predicament, were all the more crucial because of the peculiar challenge of high command during a time of upheaval in military affairs more generally. The Civil War has often been described as a pivotal conflict in military history because it witnessed a transformation of warfare driven by three elements: the rifle, the railroad, and the telegraph.20 This transformation had large consequences for the high command of the war, because it meant that the generals were operating with unfamiliar tools. The impact of the communications and logistical revolutions, in particular, would have enormous consequences for the high command of the war—both as to whom Lincoln would select to lead the armies and as to how he himself would conduct the conflict. The generals and the untested president alike faced, in other words, the challenges of war waged with tools that they did not understand and that were carrying their war in directions they could not predict. This transformation of war made Lincoln’s art of supreme command both more difficult and more necessary for the Union to win the war.


Indeed, the transformations of the middle and late nineteenth century ushered in the modern era of high command, in which political authority can monitor and direct far-flung military forces in real time. That development, vastly increased today by the advent of telephone, e-mail, and video teleconferencing, was in itself epochal. The no less dramatic transformation of weapons and logistics meant that henceforth every war would present a new set of problems to statesman and general alike. No matter what game they had practiced in peacetime, henceforth every match would take place on an unfamiliar field with new rules and different implements.


The technological quantum leap of Civil War weaponry extended not only to the rifle but to a variety of weapons, including mines (both contact and electrically detonated), primitive submarines, proto-machine guns, rifled artillery, incendiary shells, and improved artillery fuses of various types. The war took place as the world’s armies were completing the change from the smooth-bore musket, familiar since the end of the seventeenth century, into a far more formidable firearm. Rifling (i.e., the manufacturing of a firearm’s barrel with a groove cut in it, causing the projectile to spin) and the use of the cylindro-conoidal Minié ball, rather than the spherical musket ball of the old days, meant that the individual soldier’s weapon now had an effective range of several hundred yards or more, as opposed to a fraction of that in former times. Massed attacks by infantry on well-defended positions, particularly if they were protected by a minimum of field entrenchments, were guaranteed to be exceptionally sanguinary affairs. The rise of the rifle helps account for the difficulty of Civil War generals in consummating their victories. Their drill manuals remained those of the Napoleonic age, with tight formations for the offense and inadequate attention to the importance of entrenchments covered by obstacles and entanglements. At Cold Harbor on 3 June 1864 some seven thousand federal troops fell in less than an hour to Confederate rifles and artillery. On 29 November 1863 James Longstreet, the Confederate commander with perhaps the greatest respect for the power of the rifle in the defense, nonetheless launched an assault against a small but obstacle-strewn Union position (including wire entanglements) at Fort Sanders, Tennessee. The defending Northern force of perhaps 250 men and a dozen artillery pieces inflicted over eight hundred casualties on the attacking Confederate force of several thousand, at a cost of scarcely a hundred Union casualties, of whom all but thirteen were in supporting units outside the fortification. In this and numerous other cases assaults on field fortifications proved ruinous, in large part due to the power of the new weapons available to defending infantry.


Moreover, the Civil War saw the introduction of more powerful weapons yet, particularly the breech-loading, magazine-fed carbine and rifle, which enabled troops to load and reload while lying down and fire at a rate hitherto considered impossible. These weapons, never introduced in great enough quantity to be decisive, nonetheless had a powerful effect towards the end of the war; Confederate forces were stunned by the volume of fire produced by relatively small numbers of Union troops equipped with them. One Union officer at the end of the war took part in an infantry-style rush by cavalry armed with Spencer repeating carbines. He recalled being told by prisoners “that it was useless to try to stand against our seven shooters.…” One rebel officer confessed, “The men are really afraid of the seven shooters, they dread them, a panic seems to possess them as soon as they see them coming.”21 By and large, only the cavalry had these guns, and usually as carbines, which had less range and accuracy than heavier rifles. Even so, at short ranges the psychological as well as the material impact of these weapons was devastating.


Lincoln took a personal interest in the development of Civil War firearms, including test-firing the main types, establishing personal contacts with the responsible officers, and even meeting the occasional oddball inventor who was pressing his discoveries upon the irritable and overworked officers of the Ordnance Department.22 Particularly, early in the war Lincoln repeatedly pressured Ordnance and its hidebound chief, Brigadier General James W. Ripley, to mass produce breech-loading weapons. Lincoln also intervened to protect and advance the career of one of the more remarkable military technologists of the war: John A. Dahlgren, the Navy’s premier ordnance expert. The Union’s technological superiority over the Confederacy did not determine the outcome of the war, but it carried increasing weight as the conflict unfolded. Without it, at the very least, the United States Navy could not have maintained its blockade of the Southern coastline and contributed to the deterrence of foreign intervention. Had the war lasted, moreover, the pressure of Northern technology (particularly the repeating breech-loading rifle) would have put the remaining armies of the Confederacy at a crippling disadvantage.
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