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PREFACE
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When I taught at the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College in 1976-77, I offered an elective course on Civil War military history to a small group of army and air force majors. Taking an almost wholly operational approach, I based the class presentation on Herman Hattaway and my How the North Won: A Military History of the Civil War, then nearing completion. Toward the end of the course, when I asked the class whether they believed the Civil War well conducted, they unanimously believed it was. Later, they showed their discrimination when I asked a similar question about the United States in the Vietnam War by answering yes, except that the strategy was “awful.”

Yet much writing about the Civil War seems, implicitly at least, to describe an essentially inept conduct of the war. The South frittered away its resources in local defense; it lost because of the casualties suffered in futile frontal attacks; and its best general wasted his men in a hopeless search for an annihilating victory. Although the North won the war, it has fared little better at the hands of some historians: They criticize its generals for pursuing a passé strategy of territorial conquest, and even seem to damn Grant with the faint praise of winning through attrition.

Since much of the criticism of the military conduct of the war focuses on the command and strategy, a careful analysis of these will go far toward answering the question of the level of competence in the conduct of the war. This study’s answer is that both belligerents had effective systems of command and that, on the average, the civilian and military leaders gave performances of good quality. And, in making their wise strategic choices, both the Union and the Confederacy astutely balanced political and military considerations.

By grounding its understanding of the war in the art of war as the participants knew it, this work of military history adopts a good vantage point for understanding and evaluating their performance. This will probably serve us better than the method often used, adopting later wars as the standard for an appraisal. As the appendixes contain most of the historical background supporting this treatment, readers can choose between reading the appendixes first or ignoring them in whole or in part.

In assessing some of the more important battles, I have hypothesized the effect of alternative outcomes in an effort better to estimate their importance. In this respect, it will become obvious that, contrary to common expectation, the typical Civil War battle turns out like those of most other wars; a different outcome rarely would change the course of the war. The political context, war aims, and the effects on public and official opinion give most campaigns, as well as battles, the bulk of their significance.

Particularly in its interpretations of Lincoln, Grant, Halleck, Davis, and Lee, this work relies on the aforementioned How the North Won: A Military History of the Civil War, which contains the documentation for these. In spite of the dependence on earlier books, I hope that variation in perspective and emphasis will make this enough of a new book to reward readers of the old.

I express my gratitude to the University of Richmond for allowing me to use the library and to the always proficient staff in the reference room. I owe even greater thanks to the Tuckahoe Branch of the Henrico County Library, where the system always works the way its designers imagined that it might. I am particularly grateful to the staff, who always display a cordial alacrity in responding to every question, in bringing books from another branch, and in securing interlibrary loan items with truly miraculous resourcefulness and speed.

Among many individuals who have given me aid, I am particularly indebted to Stephen V. Ash, Richard E. Beringer, Herman M. Hattaway, Coleman Jones, Howard Jones, Michael R. Terry, Richard P. Weinert, Everett L. Wheeler, and Tommy R. Young, II. I am especially grateful to Joanne L. Jones and Chérie Weitzner for their editing and to Joseph T. Glatthaar, Warren W. Hassler, Jr., Craig L. Symonds, and Guy Swanson for the many valuable suggestions they made as a result of reading the manuscript. I owe a similar debt to my old friend Virgil P. Randolph, III, for his superb crash program of editing and commentary on the final draft. The character of the book owes much to the leadership and wisdom of Joyce Seltzer of the Free Press. When I had failed to find anyone to execute the campaign diagrams, Marie-Christine Jones, my new daughter-in-law, earned my special gratitude by undertaking the unfamiliar task, completing it promptly and well, and thus displaying the versatility and competence of a French-educated engineer. Defects in her diagrams, like all errors of fact and interpretation, are my own responsibility.
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CHAPTER 1
WAR PREPARATIONS AND THE BALANCE OF MILITARY POWER
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Politically, the Civil War began in December 1860 when South Carolina reacted to the election of Abraham Lincoln by seceding from the United States. Fearful of the intentions toward slavery of the first Republican administration, six other deep southern slave states followed South Carolina’s example and joined with her to form a new government, the Confederate States of America. Although U.S. President James Buchanan denounced the illegality of secession, the United States, having an army of barely 16,000 men, could do nothing to prevent these acts by states having millions of people, hundreds of thousands of square miles of territory, and tens of thousands of armed men enrolled in their untrained state militias.

Military combat occurred, however, when the Confederate States realized that the United States was going to resupply Fort Sumter, the Federal fort in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina. Regarding this fort as the post of a foreign power on its territory, the Confederate government authorized G. T. Beauregard, a brigadier general in its new army and its commander in Charleston, to secure the surrender of Fort Sumter. This he did after a bombardment of thirty-four hours, which inflicted no casualties but forced the surrender of a U.S. garrison short of supplies and without hope of replenishment.

This provided the occasion President Lincoln needed to act against the rebels, and he responded to this attack on Federal territory by calling for 75,000 volunteers for three months service to suppress an insurrection. Since this call on the states for men compelled the slave states remaining in the Union to choose sides, half of them, Virginia, North Carolina, Arkansas, and Tennessee, seceded. Thus two countries, both virtually disarmed but with great military potential, found themselves in a conflict which would have the character of both a civil war and a war between sovereign states.

Thus began a costly, four-year struggle, whose military action depended much on the problems of command and strategy which the civilians and soldiers faced and for which they found solutions of varying merit. Only through an understanding of the alternatives available and through an inquiry into how the northern and southern high commands adapted military means to political ends could one appreciate the considerable sophistication and skill each displayed.

At first glance the fighting seemed merely see-saw operations punctuated by bloody battles which decided little. To some European observers, these indecisive campaigns as well as the great length of the war seemed peculiar when compared with the short, decisive wars of the Napoleonic era and the similar quick wars in Europe in mid-century. This accounts for the European neglect of the war, an attitude exemplified by words attributed to General Helmuth von Moltke, the Prussian chief of staff. He characterized the military operations of the American Civil War as merely “two armed mobs chasing each other around the country, from which nothing could be learned.”

Implicitly this scholarly and distinguished soldier stressed the unpreparedness of the belligerents who had to use untrained soldiers, the parity in their strength, and the orthodoxy of their warmaking, which offered no novel lessons to the military observer.

The leaders of the Confederacy designed an army and navy on the U.S. model, and pitted their newly created, amateur force against a similarly nonprofessional Union Army. To raise an army large enough to vanquish a country of the extent and wealth of the Confederacy was the Union’s challenge. It could not depend on its tiny regular army, even if it used it as a nucleus and doubled its size by the addition of privates. Instead, the Union used its standing army largely as a reservoir of officers for the volunteer forces, and the Confederates, though they created a regular army, did the same with the pool of regular officers who joined their army. Some of the United States Army’s enlisted men followed the region in which they served, manifesting a strong local attachment, and a majority of the officers joined the side of the state of their birth or the one with which they strongly identified.

Both the Union and the Confederacy followed the same procedures in establishing their military commands and recruiting the huge armies they perceived as necessary for attack and defense. Both relied on new volunteer forces, rather than on the ill-trained militia units, to provide the framework for mobilization. Both central governments depended on the individual states to play a crucial part in the creation and mobilization of the armies. This was a natural, and indeed an essential, approach in view of the available machinery of government. In the nineteenth century little other than the post office represented the federal government in any U.S. community, except in the ports where the treasury collected the customs duties that paid for most of the government’s expenses.

In their turn the states depended on a good deal of local and individual entrepreneurship. Prominent individuals, for example, received authorization from the governor to raise a regiment which they would command as colonels. Others might raise companies, either as part of an authorized regiment or independently. When ready, the state tendered these regiments to the central government, Union or Confederate. Frequently the state furnished the weapons, sometimes sending their own agents to Europe to obtain them. Many of these new officers were amateurs, but both sides boasted a small cadre of experienced, and sometimes trained and seasoned, men. The Confederacy had the services of 270 regular officers who left the U.S. Army when the war began; most of those remaining from the 1,105 at the beginning of the conflict served with the Union. Graduates of military colleges, particularly the Virginia Military Institute, provided another source of trained men. Militia and Mexican War service also produced men with some military knowledge, able to train and lead the large, hastily improvised armies. Although the state appointed all officers, the men themselves had usually elected them first.

Notwithstanding the military imperative and the issues at stake, politics had much to do with the raising of the armies. This was natural in an era when people took their politics very seriously, reading highly partisan newspapers and finding in political rallies and oratory some of the entertainment which the twentieth century has supplied with motion pictures, radio, and television. The volunteer militia had provided opportunities for increased political visibility and availability, as the prevalence of military titles for civilians illustrates.

Despite the use of democratic methods to choose military leaders, the new soldiers tended to elect people of military experience, if available. Thus they sought to entrust their lives to someone who gave the best promise of competence. When they chose from outside the military, they often put their faith in those with marked ability in another area, hoping this might transfer to the military sphere. Hence many prominent men, lacking any military background, became colonels. Illustrative is the experience of soldiers drilled by a middle-aged colonel who had formerly served in Congress. Sitting on a rail fence and holding an umbrella above himself for protection from the sun, the newly elected officer used his considerable oratorical powers to drill his regiment. Totally unfamiliar with regimental evolutions and commands, he read from the manual until a commotion caused him to look up and see that he had marched his men into a fence. Not disconcerted by this contretemps, he shouted to them to fall out of ranks and reform on the other side of the fence. He went on to receive promotion and display competence as a division commander.

Election of officers did not offer the only example of the appearance of the civilian political culture in the army. Presidents George Washington and Andrew Jackson had shown the potential for the conversion of military fame into civil office. With the election as president in 1848 of popular Mexican War military commander General Zachary Taylor, politicians could see that the Mexican War, like the Revolution and War of 1812, could produce presidential timber. In the presidential race four years later, in 1852, a former senator and possessor of an undistinguished Mexican War record as a volunteer, Brigadier General Franklin Pierce, defeated Major General Winfield Scott, the war’s outstanding soldier. These two elections illustrate not only why politicians sought military command during the Civil War but, in the candidacy of the regular army generals, how politically aware were some active-duty military men. Thus many soldiers on both sides would wage war with often strong opinions and sometimes sophisticated understandings about the political objectives underlying the military means which they were applying.

Election of officers reflected a basic assumption in this democratic era that any citizen with common sense could undertake any public employment. Reflected in patronage and militia appointments, this outlook, complemented by the belief that determination itself was sufficient for a soldier, carried over to the volunteer forces raised for the war. In fact, many had a prejudice against regulars, especially graduates of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. Critics often disparaged these trained men as an overeducated elite, filled with impractical theory and lacking in practical knowledge. Private soldiers electing their lieutenants and captains did not have a monopoly on this point of view and these biases; many of the important civilian and military leaders shared this feeling.

In spite of the prejudice of many volunteers against regular army men and the graduates of the U.S. Military Academy, the guidance and leadership of these experienced and educated soldiers proved essential in organizing and operating the new war machines. The military knowledge and insight of many of the regular officers would have much to do with giving the armies and the war their sophisticated character. That Union and Confederate officers had learned about war in the same army and that the men they led came from such similar backgrounds help explain the equivalence between the opposing forces. The ease with which the rebels as well as the Union could equip their large armies also explains the parity between the belligerents.

At the time of the Civil War, the problem of equipping armies presented particularly little difficulty. Arming the infantry proved fairly simple compared to the more remote past, when some men would have required spears, helmets, shields, and breastplates at least, all requiring the labor of skilled artisans. Others would have needed bows, requiring great skill to use, or the simpler-to-learn but more difficult-to-make crossbows. Both required missiles, the arrow of the bow using the product of two craftsmen, the arrowsmith who made the point and the fletcher the shafts. Even making guns had become easier than in the past, with simple machines supplanting much of the skill of the gunsmith. Thus Civil War soldiers needed only a rifle, and could substitute a smoothbore musket, as many did among both belligerents in the first two years of the war. Because of the comparative simplicity of gunmaking, both countries could manufacture small arms rapidly as well as import them.

Consequently, in the case of many military necessities, the Civil War proved less complicated to supply than earlier or later wars. Initially, some soldiers armed themselves with hunting rifles and other weapons found in the home. Fabricating bullets was far easier than making arrows and, though the ingredients of gunpowder required an organized effort to obtain, neither side suffered a shortage. In theory the soldiers also needed a bayonet but, with little hand-to-hand combat and practically no heavy cavalry charges to repel, few soldiers missed it as a weapon but often found it useful as a tool. Because uniforms served primarily as protective covering and only secondarily to distinguish friend from foe, civilian clothes as well as captured uniforms could substitute. The mounted service could draw upon a plentiful supply of horses and many experienced civilian riders. It took both governments time to find enough of the cavalryman’s traditional equipment of pistol and saber, but substitutes abounded, at least one unit arming itself with shotguns and hatchets.

Equipping the artillery proved less difficult than one would have expected because the United States had many cannon distributed across the country in forts, in the hands of militia units, and in arsenals. In addition, existing foundries could make the smoothbore, muzzle-loading guns which soldiers preferred. Both armies had the more complicated rifled cannon, but their drawbacks nullified the benefits of their great range and accuracy. Because their explosive shells tended to bury themselves in the ground before exploding, they did little damage. Shrapnel shells, filled with powder and many small bullets, had a devastating effect when they exploded in the air above hostile troops; but the time fuses needed to make them explode at the correct distance were too inaccurate to make the ammunition dependable. Thus artillerymen preferred the older smoothbore cannon, and governments encountered no difficulty in providing the artillery’s guns, wooden carriages and caissons, and horses for traction. Training men in their use presented no problems essentially different from those encountered in preparing the infantry and cavalry.

Like the army, the U.S. Navy, also a small professional force, provided the leadership for the huge naval forces created during the war. Having preformed well in the War of 1812, it continued to improve in the postwar period, when it kept abreast of technological change by adding steam power to its ships. The industrial development of the country adequately supported this change by providing a good machine-building industry and sound metallurgical capabilities. Like other navies, it foresaw the possibility of armoring ships with iron and had conducted experiments with cannon against armor.

Unlike the army, the navy provided the nucleus for the rapid wartime expansion. The United States’s huge sail-powered merchant marine made this possible by providing expertise and a large reservoir of seamen and people suitable to become naval officers. These skilled men could make an easy transition to naval service because most of a sailor’s knowledge consisted of the special and general tasks involved in operating a ship. Since a warship did not differ very much in its operation from a commercial vessel, prospective naval officers already knew many of their duties when, as masters or mates, they had learned how to sail, maneuver, supply, and navigate a ship. Those sailors and officers on a warship who needed to know how to operate and care for the guns, could learn routines fairly easily taught. The navy was in a position to expand rapidly while maintaining a high level of proficiency.

When naval operations began in the Civil War, the South had no navy to combat the Union’s. As a result the U.S. naval forces, having no contest for command of the sea, could commence immediately the blockade of Confederate ports. Yet, of its 42 ships in commission, all but 11 were scattered all over the world, showing the flag and providing security for the United States’s equally far-flung commerce. In the era before the international network of underwater telegraph cables, it took a long time to bring all these ships home. Nevertheless, the program of making ready for sea the navy’s inactive ships and, particularly, buying and building new vessels brought such prompt expansion that by July 4, 1861, the North had 82 ships in commission.

Although the South had an extensive seacoast, it lacked the North’s considerable shipbuilding industry and had no opportunity to establish a navy which could compete with the Union’s at sea. It did create a small but active and a skillful force, which played a role in the fighting on the western rivers and in the defense of major ports. In support of these efforts the Confederacy built a number of steam gunboats for river and coast defense work, many of them armored.

The navy was not the only area of power or potential where the scales tipped in the North’s favor. The Confederacy was a huge country, the area east of the Mississippi alone being twice the size of France. But the Union was far bigger and had 22,000,000 people to the Confederacy’s 9,000,000. Of the 9,000,000 only the 5,500,000 whites could supply recruits. The South also had less industry proportionately than the North, having specialized in agriculture where it had a distinct comparative advantage as the world’s dominant supplier of cotton. Still, it did have textile mills, ironmaking and -working establishments, and virtually all of the elements of the industrial revolution. This meant that it had the skills to produce what it needed for a war that had requirements little different from similar conflicts in previous centuries. Keeping the railroads running, particularly in the face of a shortage of iron ore, did prove very challenging, as did clothing the armies. The South needed captured uniforms, home-woven cloth, and home-tailoring to supplement imports and large scale production.

The Quartermaster Department did well in providing for the men, buying from independent contractors and operating its own works. In its Atlanta uniform establishment, for example, 20 tailors cut the cloth for uniforms and 3,000 seamstresses, working under the time-honored putting-out system also used in the North, sewed the uniforms. In the fall of 1862 they produced jackets at the rate of 12,000 per month and pants at 4,500. The issue to the Army of Northern Virginia, July 1864-January 1865, illustrates the success of the Quartermaster Department. That army, numbering just over 70,000 men, received over 100,000 jackets and 140,000 trousers, an adequate provision considering that the soldiers wore out only two uniforms per year. In view of the far greater difficulty in securing shoes, it is remarkable that the Quartermaster Department issued Lee’s army 146,000 pairs of shoes in that same seven-month period. Clearly this staff department continued to function well until the end of the war.

Oddly enough for an agricultural country, the troops often lacked sufficient food, in part because farms were slow in converting from cotton to food crops, failures in Confederate finance hampered procurement, and the railways could not always deliver enough on time. Nonetheless, the adequately armed Confederates kept the field.

Inferior in manpower and usually fielding armies only half the size of the North, the Confederacy early adopted conscription, a law that stimulated volunteering by many to avoid the stigma of becoming a conscript. The conscripts as well as the volunteers had a choice of unit, most joining those from their home towns. Later, in resorting to compulsion, the North never had as effective a manpower system and relied much more than the South on raising new regiments rather than keeping the old up to strength. This, together with a high turnover from the discharge of volunteers whose enlistments had expired, meant that Federal armies usually included a higher proportion of inexperienced men.

This was a war in which even the least industrialized of the combatants could supply the essentials to their armies. Since, along with this rough parity in supply, the belligerents enjoyed an equality both in the character and experience of most of their soldiers and the knowledge and competence of their few professional soldiers, the Union’s main advantage lay in its naval supremacy and its superior numbers. The U.S. Navy gave invaluable service on the western rivers but failed in its main strategic objective, creating a blockade effective enough to keep the Confederacy from importing most of what it needed. So the Union had to depend on its two-to-one numerical advantage to win.

As the defenders, the South had two major offsetting advantages: the immense size of their country and the traditional supremacy of the defense over the offense. The primitive communications of a country like the South could delay invading armies, and its geographical extent could swallow up a sizable force. The defender could either make use of some of this space to retreat or choose to fight a battle, relying on the dominance of the tactical defense to nullify the Federal force’s superiority in numbers.

Although Lincoln made an initial call for only 75,000 men for just three months to suppress the rebellion, both combatants did act rapidly to mobilize their maximum military potential. In spite of a shortage of professional soldiers to train and lead the new armies, the tradition of the citizen soldier, the wide diffusion of literacy, and the enthusiastic response of all segments of the free society helped the quick creation of armies fully representative of the advanced economic and social development of the United States at mid-century. The country’s modern regular army had opened its officer ranks to talent, and, through its military academy, subjected most of the candidates to a rigorous process of training and winnowing. From this excellent group came the small cadre of military leaders who provided the belligerents not only with an orthodox art of war but one that, when it matured, would prove sophisticated and innovative. Because of the fairly even match between the antagonists, much would depend on the quality of each’s command and strategy.



CHAPTER 2
HIGH COMMANDS AND POLITICAL STRATEGY

[image: Image]

Kings have fought wars to humble a rival, to revenge an insult, even to bring Helen, the most beautiful woman in Greece, back from Troy. But most wars have a political basis or have needed political judgments and means to attain their ends. They require that military action respond to political objectives. Often, however, soldiers and statesmen have difficulty reconciling military means with political ends. Fortunately, American society facilitated the integration of political and military action.

This made it fairly easy to create a high command which could understand the war’s political objectives and the military measures necessary to implement them. The country had much experience of war. Both northern and southern colonists had engaged in some fairly desperate fighting and shrewd diplomacy to wrest from Native Americans a broad foothold on the continent. Survival in the new world had required compulsory military service in the militia and arming virtually every man in the colony. Even when the frontier receded and the seaboard settlers no longer needed such preparedness, war with France and Canada continued to involve the seaboard colonists and their militias, a military tradition that continued through the Revolution, the War of 1812, and the Mexican War.

At the same time, the increasingly literate and democratic country had a high level of political interest and participation. In spite of politics having a substantial degree of partisanship and the North and South having distorted views of one another, in the Civil War the citizens and their political leaders had fairly shrewd insights into their adversaries as well as accurate perceptions of their own political cultures. This enabled them to understand the best way to integrate political and military objectives. They understood, for example, the tradition of compromising slavery and other issues between North and South, how the public would respond to military events, and approximately how hard and how long their people would fight for their war aims.

The command structures had the proper organization for combining political and military decisions. By the constitution and the precedent of previous wars, the presidents had the authority and responsibility to make both kinds of decisions. In the War of 1812 with Britain, President James Madison had determined strategy, managed supply, and selected commanders. A decade and a half before the Civil War, President James K. Polk had exercised direct command in the two-year war with Mexico. A former speaker of the House of Representatives and governor of Tennessee, Polk, as militarily ignorant as Madison, nevertheless proved a decisive leader. Though strongly opinionated, he did have the cabinet debate strategy and availed himself of the good advice of the general in chief of the Army, Major General Winfield Scott. Both Madison and Polk had selected civilian secretaries of war who had shown little ability to contribute to the management of the war effort or to the nation’s strategy.

Guided by almost identical constitutions and following the same historical precedents, presidents Abraham Lincoln and Jefferson Davis quickly and firmly took command, following in the tradition of Madison and Polk in fully assuming their constitutional responsibilities for the military conduct of the war. Contemporaries and, later, some historians have criticized them for interfering in military operations. Since one can hardly call the exercise of a legitimate command interference, these critics really either disparaged certain of their military decisions or, implicitly endowing military command with a mystique which enabled only the uniformed to exercise it, thought the presidents should have left the war entirely to the generals.

Each participated in military decisions and, had they wished to avoid this, they could have shirked their responsibilities only with difficulty. Both were, of course, well aware of President Polk’s management of the Mexican War. Success endorsed this method and both presidents followed it, excepting, for the most part, cabinet participation in strategy, an exclusion that disappointed some in Lincoln’s cabinet. Whereas in military command they had an exclusive prerogative, the presidents had the legislatures as partners in making war, depending on Congress for legislation and consent to some appointments as well as for appropriations. Partisanship also affected the behavior of the two congresses as well as their relations with the presidents. Particularly in the North, congressmen held decided views not only on strategy but also on which generals should command.

So, despite the role of Congress, the political and military aspects of the war united in the persons of the presidents. They had the duty not just to measure military means against political ends, but to concern themselves with the politics of the war. This ranged from treating military commands as political, and even patronage, appointments to harnessing public opinion to the war effort. Lincoln, initially faced with more overt dissent about the propriety and the aims of the war, gave greater attention than Davis to the politics of the war. Davis exploited the Confederacy’s greater apparent unity and, when he met a conflict, in a promotion, for instance, between military and political needs, used his greater freedom more often to give preference to military considerations.

In appearance and manner the two presidents differed markedly: Lincoln, very tall and ungraceful, strongly contrasted with the trim, erect Davis. Unlike the cool, urbane Confederate, Lincoln had a warm, homespun manner and a habit of illustrating his points with stories, often amusing and always apt, that tended to make him seem rural and uncultured. Together with his relative inexperience in public office, these attributes made it difficult for Lincoln to command deference and ready acknowledgement of his authority and even caused some to patronize him. Davis had the opposite problem. He sometimes had difficulty suffering fools gladly, and when exhausted by bad health and overwork, he alienated people by a brusque manner or a testy reaction.

In background the two chief executives also presented a strong contrast, seeming to have little in common but their Kentucky birth, Davis in 1808 and Lincoln in 1809. The Confederate president, looked after by his wealthy brother, graduated from West Point in 1828 and, after serving in the army for seven years, became a Mississippi planter and congressman. Although missing Davis’s educational opportunities, the largely self-educated Lincoln read widely and acquired some of the elements of a classical education, including Euclidian geometry, a valuable background for someone who would later deal with military operations and their representation in two dimensions. Becoming a lawyer and serving in the Illinois legislature and, briefly, in the militia, Lincoln entered Congress just after Davis.

Davis resigned from Congress to fight in the Mexican War, giving a creditable performance commanding a regiment of Mississippi volunteers in the victorious defensive battle at Buena Vista. After the war, he entered the United States Senate and, in 1853, moved to President Pierce’s cabinet. Here he did well as secretary of war, making the innovative decision to supply the army with camels in the arid southwest. Yet he also encountered considerable friction with the imposing figure of General in Chief Winfield Scott. Returning to the Senate, where he made a reputation for his emphatic but temperate advocacy of the pro-slavery point of view, Davis put his diverse military experience to good use by serving on the Committee on Military Affairs. The Confederate Provisional Congress chose him president, a choice ratified by a popular vote electing him for a six-year term.

Lincoln also soon left Congress but, after five years of devoting himself to building up his law practice, he returned to politics and by 1858 became the Republican nominee for the Senate. Though the legislature elected his opponent, the short, robust “Little Giant” of the Democratic Party, Stephen A. Douglas, Lincoln became a national figure through his outstanding performance in a series of debates with Douglas. These led to the Republican presidential nomination and to his defeat of Douglas and two other candidates in the election of 1860.

Alike in their success in politics and their other vocations, one as lawyer and the other as planter, Davis and Lincoln also had in common that both had only regional political strength. The issue of slavery and its possible expansion precluded any politician from having universal appeal. Yet they differed in that in gaining his presidency Lincoln had successfully dealt with a complex political situation whereas Davis had attained his without seeking the office. Still, these differences in their political backgrounds are mere nuances when compared with the strong contrast of Davis’s military and administrative knowledge and experience with Lincoln’s total lack of any background in managing any organization and his unfamiliarity with military affairs. With his service in the regular army, his combat command in the Mexican War, and his administrative and military experience as secretary of war, Davis had equal or superior qualification for high military command than anyone in the country of suitable age.

This military knowledge would be Davis’s strength but also his weakness, for it tempted him to focus more on military management and give to finance, supply, diplomacy, and the politics of the war less attention than they deserved. Lincoln’s ignorance served him well in that it deterred him from giving military operations too much of his time and energy but served him badly in that he had so much to learn, not just about the art of war but about how such a large and complex organization as an army ought to work. In his first two years in office, Lincoln devoted his strong intelligence and the problem-solving talents gained in his law practice to studying and acquiring the essence of the art of war of his day. Thus, in spite of their different backgrounds, as military commanders in chief Lincoln and Davis ultimately had far more similarities than differences.

They also shared a traditional approach to the appointment of their secretaries of war. Both used the position, as they did other cabinet posts, to recognize or propitiate important political interest groups or states. To meet a political commitment, Lincoln appointed Simon Cameron, the wealthy and powerful boss of the Pennsylvania Republican party. Although Cameron had administrative experience from his banking and railway interests, it did not suffice to counterbalance his military ignorance and his absorption with the political aspects of his job, particularly the awarding of contracts. Lincoln soon had to seek his resignation and send him far away as minister to Russia. On the other hand, Lincoln was fortunate in having the counsel of General in Chief Winfield Scott, one of the ablest soldiers in the nation’s history.

Although he had fewer political obligations to meet, Davis proved no more successful in his initial appointment of a secretary of war. He chose the prominent Alabama political leader and strong proponent of secession, Leroy Pope Walker. Experienced in the legislature and as a judge and regarded as the most popular man in Alabama, Walker lacked both the administrative experience and the military knowledge to manage the creation of a huge, modern war machine. Davis soon found it necessary to shunt Walker aside with an appointment as a brigadier general with a minor command. Unlike Lincoln, Davis had inherited no general in chief from a previous administration and initially appointed none. His friction with General in Chief Scott when he was secretary of war may have contributed to this decision as did his appointment of Samuel Cooper to the potentially important position of adjutant and inspector general of the Confederate Army. Cooper had been adjutant general of the U.S. Army and Davis’s ally in his disputes with Scott. But, if Davis expected to gain from Cooper valuable advice and strategic vision, he met with disappointment, as Cooper proved little more than a clerk and an adequate shuffler of paper, wise only in the ways of the old army.

Despite these faulty initial appointments, both North and South were fortunate in their choice of commanders in chief. Each man possessed the necessary ability and character to make and adhere to the difficult decisions the war would require. And few leaders would face such daunting tasks. Although the slave states of Missouri and Kentucky had not seceded, factions favoring the Union and Confederacy contested for control of each. Political and potential military conflicts marked these areas and would not wait for the governments or the armies to decide they were ready to begin the contest.

In Missouri secessionists threatened St. Louis, but vigorous political leadership by Francis Preston Blair, Jr., brother of Lincoln’s postmaster general, and military knowledge and energy from Captain Nathaniel Lyon of the regular army thwarted their efforts. After securing St. Louis, Lyon advanced westward along the Missouri River, taking the state capital of Jefferson City and, on June 1, defeating the pro-Confederate forces in the Battle of Boonville. Having first retreated into Arkansas, the Confederates returned with reinforcements to conquer Missouri, again meeting Lyon in battle. Although Lyon died in August in his losing battle on Wilson’s Creek in the southwest part of the state, the aggressive action of his outnumbered force had halted the Confederate advance.

In the summer Lincoln appointed the nationally prominent Republican John C. Frémont to the military command in Missouri and the adjacent areas east of the Mississippi. Before he was 35, Frémont displayed leadership in extensive and important explorations in the West that had earned him the sobriquet “Pathfinder of the West.” An important role in the conquest of California during the Mexican War had added to his fame. His renown, together with his well-known opposition to slavery, earned him the Republican party’s first presidential nomination in 1856. With Democratic ties from his marriage to the daughter of the late Thomas Hart Benton, for thirty years Democratic senator from Missouri, Frémont seemed especially well suited for the appointment to command in a state where military action took place amidst a confused and delicate political situation. Instead, Frémont proved a serious disappointment.

Although he had held a commission as second lieutenant in the engineers and had briefly held a command in California, Frémont lacked useful military training or background and was devoid of administrative experience. Even in politics he had little seasoning, having held office only once, as senator from California for a few months. Now he quickly assembled an immense and largely ornamental headquarters staff and mismanaged government contracts at a time when many people, dishonest as well as inept, sought to supply the government’s wants.

Soon he naively subverted Lincoln’s policy of conciliating slaveholders when he issued a proclamation confiscating the property of all Missourians in rebellion and freeing their slaves, giving credence to one critic’s view that Frémont had “all of the qualities of genius except ability.” This blunder prompted Lincoln to send a political-military investigating committee composed of Postmaster General Montgomery Blair and the Army’s quartermaster general, Montgomery C. Meigs. When their investigation revealed Frémont’s military as well as political unsuitability, Lincoln transferred the politically important general to a command in western Virginia and replaced him with a newly appointed major general in the regular army, H. W. Halleck.

The antithesis of Frémont, General Halleck lacked the “Pathfinder’s” personal appeal and glamour but possessed ability in abundance, so much so that he had earned the nickname “Old Brains.” A West Point graduate who had served in California in the Mexican War, he remained in California when the war ended. There he became secretary of state, studied law, and left the army, after fifteen years of service, just as he received promotion to captain. By 1861 he had made a fortune as a lawyer and in land and railway investments. Still he found time to serve as a major general in the California militia, make a translation of Spanish and Mexican land law, and write a valuable book on international law. Earlier he had shown his scholarly interests when he authored a book on the art of war and a study of bitumin, which doubtless prompted Harvard to offer him the professorship of engineering.

Halleck’s time spent as California’s secretary of state and in the presidency of a small railroad gave him administrative experience which augmented his knowledge of army procedures. He applied his keen intelligence and relentless energy to bring order and system to the St. Louis headquarters. At the same time he concentrated his forces to consolidate Union dominance in Missouri, a task facilitated by his control of the Mississippi and Missouri rivers and by the use of the three railroads which radiated south and west from St. Louis.

Another border state, Kentucky, divided between a governor favoring secession and a legislature opposed, was seeking to maintain its neutrality. This had resulted in the accumulation of Union and Confederate military forces on its borders and their movement into the state when, without Davis’s approval, the Confederate commander in West Tennessee precipitated military action in August by taking control of Columbus, Kentucky, a defensible town and railway terminus on the Mississippi. This had the effect of destroying Kentucky’s neutrality and removing the state as a valuable military buffer for the Confederacy. Responding immediately, Union forces moved in and, as a consequence, the Confederates occupied the southern part of the central and western sections of the state and the Federals the northern, with neither doing much to control the rugged and thinly populated east.

Meanwhile, the western counties of Virginia fought to stay with the Union, fending off small numbers of Confederates who sought to control this mountainous area of few slaves. Federal troops from Ohio intervened to help save this region for the Union. The virtually bloodless first conflict earned the title the Philippi Races, owing to the promptness and speed of the Confederate retreat. A month later in July 1861 at Rich Mountain, both combatants fought well. The Union won, but, despite their victory, a strategic stalemate ensued, the mountainous country with few people and poor roads making supply exceptionally difficult and the defense very strong.

These operations brought to the attention of the Union government the young commander who had led his troops from Ohio to victory in battle. George B. McClellan, Mac to his friends, had much in common with Halleck in that both had left the Army as captains and returned as major generals after successful business careers. McClellan differed markedly from Halleck in that he did not share Halleck’s unprepossessing appearance and demeanor. In his mid-30s, a decade younger than Halleck, his trim five-feet eight-inch figure and his forty-five-inch chest gave him an imposing appearance, especially when mounted on a horse. His attractive manner appealed to the soldiers’ imagination and he readily gained their loyalty.

Although Maryland, another border state with slaves, had southern sympathizers and provided a few volunteers for the Confederate Army, no struggle for the state occurred. The only violence in that state took place when some citizens of Baltimore stoned a militia unit from the North as it marched through the city’s streets on its way to Washington. Even if Marylanders had possessed a more active sympathy for the South, the presence of large forces in the District of Columbia would have discouraged any overt support of the Confederacy, just as they cut off easy contact with Virginia.

Besides waging the struggles for the border states, the high commands had to give some thought to their overall strategy. For the Confederates the goal was simply to keep what they had. By establishing its independence, the South had started the war victorious and need only hold onto what secession had given it and, if possible, add Missouri and Kentucky which the Confederacy claimed. Lincoln faced a more complex situation.

Military strategy aims to deplete the hostile military force. Military and political leaders have long had the ideal of doing this quickly through an annihilating victory in a big battle, but this depletion usually comes gradually through attrition. The wear and tear of marches as well as skirmishes, sieges, and battles accumulate losses due to attrition, the by-product of almost any military operation.

The close relationship between politics, on the one hand, and military strategy and the actions of armies, on the other, has meant that strategy and politics have traditionally gone hand in hand, a point emphasized by the renowned German military scholar Karl von Clausewitz. Through most of history countries usually had good coordination because kings often also commanded armies or at least experienced close supervision of military operations. Presidents Madison and Polk both had civil and military power, but they lacked the military expertise so often characteristic of kings; Lincoln’s situation did not differ from theirs.

General in Chief Winfield Scott had the combination of qualities, both military and political knowledge, so often associated with kings. But the vastly overweight Scott, who would reach 75 in June 1861, lacked the physical vigor to match his still unimpaired mental faculties. Subject to vertigo and too infirm to mount a horse, he could not give Lincoln as much help as he needed. Still, since he had a thorough understanding of strategy and the capabilities and limitations of military force, he could provide valuable strategic guidance.

Having begun his military service as a captain of artillery in 1808, he suffered two wounds in the War of 1812 and reached the rank of brigadier general before the age of 30. Thus he had ample military experience before becoming general in chief and conducting his brilliant command in the Mexican War. General Scott amplified his broad and outstandingly successful military experience with diplomatic missions, and his Whig presidential candidacy in 1852 deepened his knowledge of domestic politics. Since a civil war demanded familiarity with the political situation, Scott had a good preparation for formulating strategy. As one would expect, the plan he proposed in the spring of 1861 clearly reconciled military realities with what he saw as a political opportunity.

Instead of a military strategy directed at depleting rebel armed forces, Scott proposed a political strategy, one which aimed at securing political results directly. Realizing the difficulty of subduing so large a country as the Confederacy, he thought in terms of military measures that would have a political effect and so help bring the rebels to terms.

Consistent with his concept of the integration of political and military measures, Scott proposed to blockade the coasts of the rebelling states while at the same time sending an expedition down the Mississippi River to control and open it to Union navigation. Holding the river, an important issue and symbol in the early history of the republic, would also sever the Confederacy into two parts, separating Arkansas, Texas, and most of Louisiana from the remaining states east of the river. His strategy to “clear out and keep open this great line of communication in connection with the strict blockade of the seaboard” sought “to envelop the insurgent states and bring them to terms with less bloodshed than any other plan.” This proposal failed to capture the imagination of political leaders or public, the newspapers finding little appeal in such a deliberate and undramatic approach and dubbing it the anaconda strategy, after the snake that squeezes its prey to death.

Scott realized that such a strategy would not defeat a determined opponent, self-sufficient in most necessary products. But, since the South derived much income from exports, particularly cotton and tobacco, the blockade would impose economic hardship. Moreover, when combined with Union control of the Mississippi, it would show that the Confederacy had not truly made good its independence. Scott doubtless saw that the best prospect that his strategy offered was that it could lead to negotiation and reunion through a political settlement of the secession crisis, just as the Missouri Compromise and the Compromise of 1850 had reconciled sectional differences. To his mind, the political situation suggested that neither side had an unalterable determination to fight it out.

In the North those who had favored the immediate abolition of slavery saw the war as an opportunity to accomplish this goal. Most had supported Lincoln for president in 1860, but, though he opposed slavery, he did not agree with the abolitionists. They wished to add their goal to the stated aim of the war, the preservation of the Union. Many in the North opposed their radical view as too extreme, and some felt that making the manumission of slaves a war aim would create an insuperable barrier to a quick and easy restoration of the Union. Not only did the dissonance between these groups undermine the coherence of the Union’s war effort, but there were others who would have preferred to let the seceding states go rather than use force to keep them in the Union.

The Confederacy also faced a fissure among its citizens, one more divisive but less serious because there were comparatively few who, after secession, continued to oppose the establishment of the Confederacy. The sentiment of adherence to the Union had dominance only among the citizens of the mountainous regions, being strongest in northwestern Virginia and East Tennessee, and, to a lesser degree, western North Carolina. Yet a considerable number of Southerners, most often without slaves, had opposed secession and, presumably, lacked zeal for the war for independence, one precipitated by the threat to slavery which many in the South saw in Lincoln’s election. Thus, though the outbreak of war created in the South a more impressive façade of unity than in the North, this may have obscured only tepid support by many.

Southerners differed also in the expectation of what secession would bring. Many anticipated a short war. Only a few predicted the arduous, four-year struggle that ensued, and some foresaw a compromise with little or no fighting. Scott’s plan catered to the conflicting opinions on both sides. These divisions opened the possibility that a concession from the North could combine with Scott’s anaconda pressure to rally to the Union those in the South who lacked much zeal for a separate nation. Whether or not Scott was optimistic, he believed that political strategy should have a chance first when compared with his vision of what military strategy would require for a victory. He forecast 300,000 trained Union soldiers fighting for two or three years, and over a third of the number dead as a result of combat and disease. His projection turned out to be an underestimate but quite a contrast to Lincoln’s call for 75,000 men for three months.

The political situation seemed also to suggest fighting the war with care for the sensibilities of the enemy civilians to avoid alienating latent support for peace. In view of the political objective of the war, reunion rather than conquest, Scott’s policy of conciliation appealed to many in 1861. In his July 4, 1861, message to Congress Lincoln asked “whether there is, today, a majority of legally qualified voters of any State, except perhaps South Carolina, in favor of disunion.” To avoid estranging these pro-Union voters, he followed a conciliatory policy like Scott’s proposal, promising that the armies would shun “any devastation, any destruction of, or interference with, property, or any disturbance of peaceful citizens.”

Not all Northerners agreed with the conciliatory approach. Some, especially those most adamant against slavery, wanted to do something more positive about civilians in rebellion. The issue revolved around the fact that when armies operate in the enemy’s country, the soldiers, even if pursuing a military strategy of depleting the hostile army, are often faced with deciding the political question of how to treat the civilians. The behavior of the soldiers toward enemy civilians would have important political consequences. They could attempt to intimidate them; but to do so would run the risk of intensifying armed civilian resistance. On the other hand, the soldiers could adopt a political policy of conciliation, seeking to placate opposition and by this behavior offer an apparent reduction of the cost of defeat. But this gentle approach could create the impression of infirmity of purpose and could foster in the enemy civilians a contemptuous recalcitrance.

Soldiers tended to see the merit of propitiating civilians, as did William T. Sherman, brother of an Ohio congressman who moved to the Senate in 1861. This politically acute soldier feared that the newly enlisted volunteer soldiers, quite undisciplined, would, by their “petty thieving and pillaging,” do the Union cause “infinite harm” by engendering more antipathy to the Union and its forces. Earlier, when campaigning in Virginia, he worried that the volunteers would have no “respect for the lives and property of friends and foes,” and so “henceforth we should never hope for any friends in Virginia.” The less politically attuned regular engineer officer, George G. Meade, who became an important Union general, expressed another version of the same outlook when he declared that the Union should wage the war “like the afflicted parent who is compelled to chastise this erring child, and who performs the duty with a sad heart.”

Many of the officers understood the political issues of the war and the rationale for a policy of conciliation. Moreover, they found this an easy course to follow because military practice for nearly two centuries had aimed at avoiding the hostility of civilians, and international law offered protection to civilians in wars between nations as long as they did not resist the invader. So military practice and the outlook of many officers harmonized with Scott’s political approach. Yet soldiers had little immediate opportunity to practice such restraint because no major conquest of rebel territory directly followed secession.

Both commanders in chief saw the wisdom of waiting for major operations until completing the organization and training of the armies. Alike in this decision, they also shared the fundamental attributes of high ability, dedication to their cause, and the capacity to make difficult decisions without flinching. With more military knowledge, Davis had the easier task, the defense, while Lincoln had the advice of the venerable Scott. Wise in politics as well as war, Scott recommended a political strategy which sought to avoid the costly and divisive search for a military victory. Although Lincoln did not formally adopt Scott’s anaconda plan, he proclaimed a blockade and applied part of it by default because the army was unready to attempt a military strategy, and, in any case, the navy would have applied its traditional strategy of blockade.

The soldiers fighting in the highly political environment of western Virginia and Missouri did apply military strategy, the Union troops defeating and driving back the rebels, thus keeping Missouri and much of the future state of West Virginia in the Union. But the biggest battle of the year occurred near Washington in July 1861. It had a political rather than a military inspiration in that it occurred in response to the impatience felt by many in the North for the army to begin suppressing the rebellion and the need to drive the rebel army away from the vicinity of Washington.



CHAPTER 3
MANASSAS, A REPRESENTATIVE BATTLE

[image: Image]

The Battle of Manassas involved more soldiers than any battle in American history up to that time. The war’s first large-scale combat, in its maneuvers and the dominance of the tactical defense, it embodied the characteristics of all of the succeeding battles. It had this representative character in part because of the determining influence of tactics, that branch of the art of war having to do with the conduct of combat. The tactics of the time centered primarily on infantry fighting. The formations and drill had the purpose of enabling commanders to maneuver groups of men who, in turn, worked together and adopted the best array for marching or using their rifles.

In 1861 the Union and Confederate armies employed the same tactics, taken from French Army manuals. Organized in infantry regiments of about 500 men divided into ten companies, armies formed brigades of two to five regiments, divisions of two to five brigades, and, sometimes, corps of two or more divisions. Regiments marched on roads in long columns and, when going to battle, often marched across country in compact formations from which they could deploy into one or more lines of two rows each. The line constituted the fighting formation because from it the largest number of soldiers could fire their smoothbore or rifled muskets, a powerful, slow-firing muzzle-loader. Inaccurate shooting combined with the hilly and wooded terrain of most combat meant that soldiers engaged in little long-range fire. Soldiers stood or knelt to shoot because of the difficulties of reloading a muzzle-loader in the prone position. The defender enjoyed a considerable advantage over the attacker.

The infantry’s preparation for battle consisted of drill, the constant repetition of such maneuvers as forming a line of battle, changing the direction of the line of battle by 90 degrees, and forming a square to offer all-around defense. Thorough practice in these movements enabled the companies, regiments, and brigades to maneuver quickly on the battlefield. Even after combat began and it became difficult or impossible to maneuver, the spirit of the unity of the group, instilled by the constant drill, remained and helped the men to fight together and to stay an organized body even in retreat. In addition to drill, a knowledge of field fortifications would become important during the war. Most of the West Point graduates knew the defensive value of creating breastworks or other types of entrenchments, and the soldiers learned to do this, to improvise by using fence rails to make a rampart, and to gain protection by standing behind a tree when reloading.

In the Civil War cavalry rarely fought infantry unless it dismounted. The armies, following the tradition of the U.S. Army, had little cavalry trained to make a mounted charge against infantry, and the forests of the eastern United States made it difficult to use such cavalry. So cavalry played little part in battles, making its significant contribution in reconnaissance and raiding enemy communications.

The infantry had powerful help from the field artillery, which used smooth-bore, muzzle-loading cannon firing balls weighing four to twelve pounds. In addition to a single ball, the cannon could, by analogy with a shotgun, fire grape or cannister, groups of smaller shot. These shot were particularly effective on the defense and could carry as far as 400 yards. Artillery helped the attackers very little in comparison to the great power it conferred on the already dominant defense.

The new soldiers’ tactical skill received a trial in the first big engagement of the war when two armies, equally matched at about 30,000 men, faced one another near Manassas, Virginia, on July 21, 1861. Essentially infantry forces, the men consisted largely of volunteers with two or three months’ service. Their generals, though regulars, faced tasks almost as unfamiliar and for which nothing comparable to drill had prepared them. Brigadier General Irvin McDowell, recently a major in the regular army, commanded the Union force. A West Point graduate, McDowell had studied in France, taught at the Military Academy, fought with distinction in a Mexican War battle, but had practically no experience in command.

In their unfitness for their difficult responsibilities the Confederate generals differed little from their northern counterparts. The South’s commander, Brigadier General Beauregard, also a former major in the U.S. Army, had served on Scott’s informal staff in Mexico but had little more relevant experience than his opponent. Before the battle started, Brigadier General Joseph E. Johnston, who had arrived with the Confederate reinforcements, assumed command on account of his seniority. A decade older than Beauregard and formerly one of the most respected officers in the U.S. Army, Johnston had fought the Seminole Indians and the Mexicans with Scott. Having served in the artillery, engineers, cavalry, and in combat with infantry, in 1860 he had become quartermaster general with the rank of brigadier general. But he, too, lacked experience directing a force even a tenth as large as his and Beauregard’s army.

When he had proposed his slow-acting, politically attuned anaconda strategy, General Scott rightly feared that “the impatience of our patriotic and loyal Union friends” would demand quicker and more combative action by the untrained armies. When the administration responded to the popular demand for an offensive against the Confederate army insolently stationed just a few miles from Washington, General Scott sent his forces forward under McDowell’s command to execute a plan which he had approved. By the evening of 20 July, McDowell had his men in place with rations prepared and everything ready for an attack the next day. The armies faced each other on opposite sides of Bull Run.

Beauregard, now under Johnston’s direction, had not received the last of Johnston’s brigades nor had he completed his plan for an attack with his right. In fact, his staff would not finish writing the orders until it was almost time for the attack to begin. McDowell, who, like Beauregard, had adhered to his West Point instruction and entrenched, was ready to begin his attack at daylight the next morning. His plan followed the model established by Scott in the Mexican War. Using what Civil War soldiers called a turning movement, he would send part of his army on a march around the Confederate flank and attack in the rear. McDowell ordered 12,000 men, 40 percent of his force, to march around the Confederates’ weak left flank into their rear while 8,000 men distracted the defenders with a frontal assault on the bridge at the extremity of the rebel left.
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