NOTE TO USERS

Page(s) missing in number only; text follows. Page(s) were

scanned as received.

Pgs. 47, 94-95, 126, 154, 291, 369-370, 518

This reproduction is the best copy available.

®

UMI

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



MIDDLE TENNESSEE STATE UNIVERSITY

MCCLELLAN, SUMNER AND THE
SECOND ARMY CORPS IN THE

MARYLAND CAMPAIGN OF SEPTEMBER 1862

A DISSERTATION SUBMITTED TO THE
GRADUATE FACULTY OF THE DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY
IN CANDIDACY FOR THE DEGREE OF

DOCTOR OF ARTS

DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY

BY

MARION V. ARMSTRONG, JR.

MURFREESBORO, TENNESSEE
DECEMBER 2004

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



UMI Number: 3255582

Copyright 2004 by
Armstrong, Marion V., Jr.

All rights reserved.

INFORMATION TO USERS

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy
submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations and
photographs, print bleed-through, substandard margins, and improper
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized
copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

®

UMI

UMI Microform 3255582
Copyright 2007 by ProQuest Information and Learning Company.

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

ProQuest Information and Learning Company
300 North Zeeb Road
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



MCCLELLAN, SUMNER, AND THE SECOND ARMY CORPS IN THE
MARYLAND CAMPAIGN OF SEPTEMBER 1862

APPROVED:

Graduate Committee:

Dr. Robert E. Hunt, Major Professor

Dr. Fred E. Beemon, Reader

Dr. Janice M. Leone, Reader

Dr. Susan E. Myers-Shirk, Reader

Dr. Jane L. Williams, Reader

Dr. Thaddeus M. Smith, Chair, Department of History

Dr. Abdul S. Rao, Dean of the Graduate School

ii

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Copyright by Marion V. Armstrong, Jr.
2004
All Right Reserved

i

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Marion V. Armstrong, Jr.

ABSTRACT
MCCLELLAN, SUMNER, AND THE SECOND ARMY CORPS
IN THE MARYLAND CAMPAIGN OF SEPTEMBER 1862

MARION V. ARMSTRONG, JR.

The subject of this dissertation is the Maryland Campaign of September 1862. The
focus of the study is Major General George B. McClellan, the commander of the Army of
the Potomac, Major General Edwin V. Sumner, the commander of the Second Army
Corps, and the Second Army Corps itself.

Standard interpretations of the Maryland Campaign and the Battle of Antietam in
particular have always been critical of the performance of McClellan and Sumner, and
have always portrayed the role of the Second Army Corps at Antietam as critical to the
outcome of the battle. By examining the interrelationship of the command decisions
made by McClellan and Sumner, and how those decisions were carried out within the
Second Corps, this study provides new detail and insight into the conduct of the
Maryland Campaign and the Battle of Antietam. While this study does not dispel
criticism of McClellan’s conduct of the campaign and battle, it does reevaluate the role of
Sumner, and reexamines in exacting detail how Sumner’s decisions were carried out
within the Second Corps, and how those decisions contributed to the final outcome of the

battle and the campaign.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation is about the Maryland Campaign of September 1862. In particular,
it is about the commander of the Federal army during that campaign, Major General
George B. McClellan, and about the commander of the Second Army Corps, Army of the
Potomac, Major General Edwin Vose Sumner, and it is about the Second Army Corps
itself.

The Maryland Campaign has long been recognized as one of the pivotal campaigns of
the Civil War. It resulted from the first invasion of northern territory by Robert E. Lee
and his fabled Army of Northern Virginia. Lee’s objective in undertaking the campaign
was nothing short of achieving a swift recognition of southern independence by winning
a decisive battle on northern soil, and in doing so demonstrating to the northern people
the hopelessness of ever subjugating the South. Coming as it did in September 1862, the
campaign took place when the military fortunes of the North were at a low ebb, perhaps
the lowest that they would be during the entire war. In the Eastern Theater, where the
campaign took place, the early prospect of success for the Federal armies there—the
Army of the Potomac and the Army of Virginia—had been completely reversed in two
summer campaigns that virtually restored all of Virginia to southern control. The Federal
armies themselves were at a low state of operational capability, needing rest,
reorganization, refitting, and an infusion of new recruits. The northern command

structure was completely discredited, and no torchbearer appeared on the horizon to
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correct the situation. Politically, an ever-growing peace movement in the North
threatened to sooner rather than later to force the President of the United States, Abraham
Lincoln, to negotiate an end to the conflict based on the recognition of southern political
independence. To bolster the Federal war effort, Lincoln had decided on issuing an
emancipation proclamation that would free slaves in the rebellious states and make the
war about ending slavery, and not just about political reunification. But when he
proposed this to his cabinet, the Secretary of State, William Seward, pointed out that such
a move could not be taken before achieving some military success, lest it should be seen
as “our last shriek on the retreat.” The opportunity for achieving that success, or failing
to achieve it, would come with the Maryland Campaign. It was with good reason, then,
that a century after the campaign the eminent Civil War historian, Bruce Catton, referred
to it as the high water mark of the war, and the turning point.1

As a critical part of the American Civil War, the Maryland Campaign has, of course,
received its share of attention. General studies of the war, like Catton’s The Centennial
History of the Civil War and Shelby Foote’s The Civil War, A Narrative, invariably
devote a chapter or more to it. Two full length studies have dealt comprehensively with
the campaign; James V. Murfin’s Gleam of Bayonets (1965), and Stephen Sears’
Landscape Turned Red (1983). Other full length studies, like John Priest’s Antietam, The

Soldiers’ Battle (1989) have dealt with particular aspects of the campaign and the Battle

! Stephen W. Sears, Landscape Turned Red (New York: Ticknor & Fields, 1983), 45;
Bruce Catton, This Hallowed Ground: The Story of the Union Side of the Civil War
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1956), 161, 169.
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3
of Antietam. There are anthologies as well, like Antietam: Essays on the 1862 Maryland

Campaign (1989) edited by Gary W. Gallagher.

In these works and others, standard interpretations of particular aspects of the
campaign, the Battle of Antietam, and the role of major figures have inevitably
developed. In particular, standard interpretations have developed concerning the subjects
of this study, McClellan, Sumner, and the Second Army Corps. McClellan, as the
principal Federal commander from the summer of 1861 until November of 1862, is easily
one of the most controversial figures of the war. His performance as commander of the
Army of the Potomac during the Maryland Campaign is usually characterized as
excessively slow, overly cautious, and blind to the opportunity presented him for
defeating the Army of Northern Virginia and ending the war at the Battle of Antietam.
Typical of this interpretation is A. Wilson Greene’s comment, “Between September 13
and 18, 1862, George McClellan discarded the best opportunity ever offered to destroy
the Confederacy’s principal field army.”?

Edwin Vose Sumner has been even less kindly treated by historians for his
performance at Antietam. His reputation as an old fool, unfit to command even a
corporal’s guard dates back at least to Francis Palfrey’s The Antietam and Fredericksburg
(1882) in which Palfrey, the lieutenant colonel of the 20™ Massachusetts in Sumner’s
corps at Antietam, accused Sumner of committing the corps to battle based on *““‘some

notions as to charging and cutting one’s way out.” Sumner’s poor reputation as a corps

2 A. Wilson Greene, “‘I Fought the Battle Splendidly;’ George B. McClellan and the
Maryland Campaign,” in Antietam: Essays on the 1862 Maryland Campaign (Kent, OH:
Kent State University Press, 1989), 83.
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commander at Antietam has been accepted and furthered by more modern historians like
Sears, who wrote that Sumner committed the Second Corps at Antietam after “having
devised a plan of action based almost entirely on misapprehension.”3

The story of the Second Army Corps in the Maryland Campaign and at the Battle of
Antietam has always been that of a veteran command mishandled by its commanders. It
is the story of Sedgwick’s division committed to and immediately driven from the West
Woods, of French’s division lost and drifting “south to encounter a hornet’s nest at the
Sunken road,” and Richardson’s division arriving belatedly on French’s flank and
fighting gallantly to finally break that Confederate position. No historian has maligned
the performance of the Second Corps itself, but the corps has always been inextricably
and centrally identified with the Federal failure at Antietam.”

With regard to McClellan, this study does not set out to correct the standard
interpretation of his performance during the Maryland Campaign. Rather, it seeks a
reconsideration of his role as the army commander through a step by step presentation of
his actions, decisions, and orders as the campaign progressed. Americans were vividly
and visually reminded during the 2003 Iraq War that a commander’s view—as well as the
public’s—of an ongoing campaign is myopic at best. What the enemy is doing and what
he is capable of doing are at any given point a matter of the interpretation of known or

reported information concerning the situation. This study, therefore, seeks to see the

3 Francis Winthrop Palfrey, The Antietam and Fredericksburg, vol. 5, Campaigns of
the Civil War (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1882), 88; Sears, Landscape Turned
Red, 222.

4 Greene, 70.
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progress of the campaign as McClellan saw it, and to interpret his conduct of the
campaign in that light. Key to achieving this objective has been an exacting
chronological reconstruction of the correspondence and dispatches flowing through the
Headquarters of the Army of the Potomac during the campaign in an effort to know what
McClellan knew, when he knew it, and how he acted in light of that knowledge.

When it comes to Sumner, however, this study does seek to correct the record.
Rather than the incompetent old fool out of place as a corps commander in the Army of
the Potomac, this study will present Sumner as entirely competent in that position.
Rather than the general responsible for the failure of his corps at Antietam, Sumner will
be presented as a commander effectively working toward the accomplishment of the
mission and objectives given him by his commander, and as a commander willing to take
the risks necessary to achieve those objectives. The study follows Sumner as it does
McClellan, seeing the situation through his eyes, and considering his decisions and
actions 1n the light of his orders and his understanding of what was going on around him.
The result is an Edwin Vose Sumner very much different from the one written off by
most campaign historians.

The story of the Second Army Corps in this study is also very much different from
the story as it has been previously told by historians. This study carefully examines the
functioning and operations of the corps from its commander down to the newest private
soldier in an effort to understand in detail what the corps did and how it did it throughout
the campaign and during the Battle of Antietam. This examination includes a

consideration of the condition of the corps during the campaign, the effectiveness of its
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commanders in directing a combined arms organization of infantry regiments and
artillery batteries, and the tactical arrangements employed by the various subordinate
units of the corps. Reconstructing and detailing the operations of the corps has been a
matter of painstakingly comparing and contrasting the dispatches and communications
received and generated by the corps and division staff officers, the after-action reports of
the corps’ division, brigade, and regimental commanders, and the available letters,
memoirs, and regimental histories written by the corps’ officers and soldiers. The result
is a narrative account that relates for the first time the details of what happened to
Sedgwick’s division in the West Woods, and to French’s and Richardson’s divisions at

the Sunken road.
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CHAPTER 1
PRELUDE
1

On Saturday, the sixth of September 1862, the weather across all of central Maryland
and northern Virginia was sunny, warm, and dry, as perfect a day as could be expected in
that region during that delightful, late summer time of the year. The military forecast,
though, was unsettled, and the very air was charged with the electricity of an approaching
storm.

In the otherwise lazy Federal camps in and about Washington, D.C., it had been
rumored for the past two days that Confederate forces were crossing the Potomac River
from Virginia into Maryland above Seneca Mills using the crossing sites at Edward’s,
White’s and Noland’s ferries. The strength of this mysterious Confederate force was
reported as being substantial, anywhere from 30,000 to 50,000 men. What this force
would do in Maryland was purely a matter of speculation. The move might be a feint to
draw Federal forces out of Virginia in order to weaken the arc of fortifications south of
the Potomac, making Washington vulnerable to direct attack from that quarter, or it might
be the beginning of a quick strike on that city from the north to take place before Federal
forces could be redeployed from Virginia to defend the capital in that direction. A third
possibility was that this Confederate force would attempt to cut off the nation’s capital

from direct land communication with the northern states by severing the roads and

7
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8

railroads north of the city and occupying nearby Baltimore. Finally, the crossing might be
simply a raid into Maryland, foreshadowing a Confederate incursion into Pennsylvania
during the harvest and election season.

Whatever the movement or its objectives, it had been made possible by the defeat just
a little over a week before of Federal Major General John Pope’s Army of Virginia on the
plains of Manassas, a mere thirty miles west of Washington. Following that failure, Pope
withdrew his weary and demoralized army east toward the fortifications of Washington,
supported by a rear guard made up of several corps sent to him from the Army of the
Potomac, which was just returning to northern Virginia from its own failed summer-long
campaign on the peninsula between the York and James Rivers. The victorious
Confederates followed Pope’s retreating army toward the fortifications of Washington, all
the while aggressively maintaining contact with it. But then, on the third of September,
the enemy suddenly broke contact and disappeared to the northwest in the direction of
Leesburg. Rumors and the fear of some sort of incursion into Maryland immediately
began to permeate the thinking of high level Federal commanders.

As the extent of Pope’s defeat and the depth of the military crisis became apparent,
President Abraham Lincoln on the first of September directed the Army General-in-Chief,
Major General Henry W. Halleck, to place Major General George Briton McClellan in
overall command of the defenses of Washington. The following morning, in a meeting
that included the President, Halleck and McClellan, the latter’s command authority was

extended to take in all Federal troops in and around Washington, specifically including
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those army corps that had previously been under the command of Pope. That same day,
the President, acting through Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton, ordered Halleck to
have organized a force capable of taking the field, a force separate from that required for
manning the defenses of Washington. Accordingly, on the third of September, Halleck
issued orders for McClellan to assemble from the various army corps then in the vicinity
of Washington, a “movable army” that would be prepared to take the field to counter any

Confederate move into Maryland.1

I

The President’s selection of McClellan as the commander of all Federal forces in and
about Washington during this crisis was made with the greatest reluctance. According to
Navy Secretary Gideon Wells, Lincoln readily admitted during the 2 September cabinet
meeting, where McClellan’s appointment was discussed, that he was not the general to be
trusted in command of an army in the field conducting an offensive campaign. A few
days later, Lincoln confided to his private secretary, John Hay, his reason for selecting
McClellan. “There is no man in the army who can man these fortifications and lick these
troops of ours into shape half as well as he.” Lincoln then went on to tell Hay, “If he can’t

fight himself, he excels in making others ready to fight.” Lincoln’s words to Hay reveal

"'War Department, War of the Rebellion: The Official Records of the Union and
Confederate Armies, 71 vols. (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1881-1901),
series I, vol. 19, pt. 1, 24-25, 36-37 and pt. 2, 169. Hereinafter cited as OR. All
references are to Series I unless otherwise noted.
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that the current crisis demanded a general who could quickly bring discipline and
organization to the recently defeated Federal armies. But Lincoln’s words also reveal that
he recognized that the greater need was for a fighting general who could aggressively
direct a field army in a campaign of maneuver. In selecting McClellan, Lincoln was
settling for a general who had shown himself to be less a fighting general, than a general
whose talents lay in his ability to organize an army.2

McClellan had begun reaching the summit of his military career just a little over a
year earlier, when, in the aftermath of the first Federal disaster on the plains of Manassas
in July 1861, he was called to Washington and given command of the Department of the
Potomac comprising the defenses of Washington and the recently defeated field force of
Brigadier General Irwin McDowell. Upon arrival in Washington, McClellan quickly
concluded that the burden of saving the Union had been placed squarely on his shoulders.
He wrote his wife, Mary Ellen, “I find myself in a new & strange position here—Presdt,
Cabinet, Genl Scott & all deferring to me—by some strange operation of magic I seem to
have become the power of the land.™

As the power of the land, McClellan’s first task would be the creation of an army

through which he could exercise that power, and at that point there probably was no one

2 Stephen W. Sears, George B. McClellan, The Young Napoleon (New Y ork: Ticknor
& Fields, 1988), 260; John Hay, Inside Lincoln’s White House: The Complete Diary of
John Hay, ed. Michael Burlingame and John R. Turner Ettlinger (Carbondale, IL:
Southern Illinois University Press, 1997), 38-9.

3 OR 2, 763, 766.
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on the Federal side better suited to the challenge. McClellan was, to say the least,
intellectually gifted. He had begun his military career in June 1842, when at the young
age of fifteen he became a cadet at the United States Military Academy at West Point,
after having already completed two years of study at the University of Pennsylvania. In
1846, he graduated second in his class of fifty-nine, a class that included twenty men who
would become general officers during the Civil War,

As the most promising officers always did, McClellan took his commission in the
prestigious and elite Corps of Engineers, and was fortunate in being assigned to an
engineer company just then being organized at West Point for service in Mexico. The
company was eventually attached to Winfield Scott’s army for the 1847 campaign to
Mexico City, placing McClellan in the middie of what would prove to be the most
important American military experience prior to the Civil War. McClellan’s performance
during that campaign was exemplary, and he received brevet promotions to first
lieutenant and captain.

After the war, McClellan and his company returned to West Point, where he remained
until 1851 when he was reassigned to Fort Delaware, a costal defensive work under
construction at the head of Delaware Bay. His time at Fort Delaware was short and
notable only for his translation and preparation of a new manual of bayonet exercises for
the Army. In the spring of 1852, he was again reassigned, this time to serve as engineer
and second-in-command to Captain Randolph B. Marcy on an expedition to explore the

sources of the Red River in the northern part of Texas. Subsequent to the Red River
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expedition, McClellan was sent to direct a surVey of rivers and harbors along the Texas
coast, the first assignment in which he was to be in charge and not merely an assistant.’®

As he was completing this assignment in the spring of 1853, McClellan was offered
the opportunity to organize and lead an expedition to find a route through the Cascade
Mountains for the transcontinental railroad. The Cascade expedition brought McClellan
to the notice of Secretary of War Jefferson Davis, who the following year personally
selected him for a semi-secret voyage aboard the frigate Columbia to find an anchorage
and coaling station for the navy in Santa Domingo. Although nothing tangible came from
the Santa Domingo voyage, McClellan was able to write that Davis “expressed himself as
being very much pleased with the result of my summer’s work, & the manner in which it
had been conducted.” Davis continued to direct McClellan’s assignments and next had
him studying railroad construction techniques and costs. In 1855, Davis selected
McClellan, now a captain of cavalry, for a trip to Europe along with two more senior
officers to study the organization, methods, and equipment of the great continental
armies. The trip took them to all of the major capitals of Europe as well as to the siege of
Sevastopol on the Crimean Peninsula. The result was the publication in 1857 of
McClellan’s report, The Seat of War in Europe in 1855 and 1856, establishing him as the
American authority on the organization and management of large armies.’

Unable to find advancement in an army that relied on a system of seniority for

promotion, McClellan resigned his commission in early in 1857 to take a job as the chief

4 Sears, 34-5.
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engineer of the Illinois Central Railroad. His talent for organization and management led
to his appointment within a year as one of the road’s vice-presidents. During the Panic of
1857, he was made chairman of the committee of assignment to keep the road from
financial ruin, and stalwartly kept it in operation without cutting service until the panic
subsided in 1858. Not all railroads were so fortunate. The Ohio And Mississippi
Railroad was forced into receivership by the financial crisis, which led its directors in
1860 to offer McClellan the position of superintendent, and then the presidency of the
road’s eastern division at Cincinnati. This is where McClellan found himself when the
forces of the provisional Confederate government fired on Fort Sumter on 12 April 1861.

As a distinguished military professional and experienced executive, McClellan’s
services were much sought after by the governors of Ohio, New York, and McClellan’s
home state of Pennsylvania. On 23 April, he accepted the offer of Ohio’s governor and
became commander of Ohio forces, but less than a month later was appointed a major
general in the regular army, and given command of the newly formed Department of the
Ohio with headquarters at Cincinnati. From there, McClellan directed the organization,
equipping, and training of forces from the western states, and during June and July
orchestrated a campaign across the Ohio River into western Virginia that secured control
of that vital area for the Union. Although he personally directed no battles during the

campaign, McClellan’s success in western Virginia made him the only successful Federal

> Sears, 40-1, 43.
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commander anywhere and prompted the government to call him to Washington in the
wake of First Bull Run.

McClellan immediately began to use his considerable talent for organization and
management to bring order from the chaos created by the defeat of McDowell’s army.
When he took command on 27 July 1861, McClellan found in the vicinity of Washington
some fifty thousand infantry, supported by less than one thousand cavalry and nine
batteries of field artillery with only thirty guns. The regiments and batteries that had been
a part of McDowell’s army were organized as provisional brigades, bﬁt among the rest
there was a “general want of discipline and organization.” McClellan’s first step was to
organize the infantry into brigades of four regiments each. To handle the new troops just
arriving in Washington, he established camps of instruction for the issuance of arms and
equipment, and to provide “some elementary instruction before assigning them
permanently to brigades.” After a time—it would not be until October—"“when the
organization of the brigades was well established and the troops somewhat disciplined
and instructed, divisions of three brigades each were gradually formed.” When new
batteries of artillery arrived, “they were also retained in Washington until their armament
and equipment were complete and their instruction sufficiently advanced to justify their
being assigned to divisions.” Similar procedures were followed in organizing the cavalry.
It was during this period that McClellan began the development of a European style staff

to assist him in building and managing his army.®

®OR 5, 11, 13, 14.
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The result of McClellan’s efforts during the summer and autumn of 1861 was the
creation of the Army of the Potomac, the largest, best equipped, and best trained army
that the United States had ever possessed. By February of 1862, McClellan could report
that this army consisted of fourteen divisions with a total infantry strength of 154,913,
supported by 307 guns. McClellan’s efforts during this period made him the most
celebrated American military figure since Washington. When Winfield Scott retired in

November 1861, Lincoln appointed McClellan the new General-in-Chief.
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Aside from his intellectual brilliance and his considerable talent for organization and
management, McClellan had a number of faults of character that better fitted him to the
role of organizer and planner than to that of field army commander. These faults, as well
as McClellan’s talents, began to show during the fall and winter of 1861as he was
organizing the Federal war effort and the Army of the Potomac. His first fault was a
penchant for seeing his situation and the situation of the Army of the Potomac as always
being more dire than it really was. This led McClellan to continually overestimate the
strength and capabilities of the enemy, and to fatalistically see himself and the Army of
the Potomac the last great hope of the nation. If he failed, if the Army of the Potomac
failed, then the South would prevail and the Union fall. His second fault was his inability
to accept direction from above, especially when that direction came from civilian
authorities, and especially when those authorities did not completely agree with his
assessments. For McClellan the greater enemies soon became those above him in the
administration who opposed or impeded his plans in any way. If he failed, it would be
their doing, not his. The last fault was that McClellan, the engineer, was a meticulous
planner who by temperament and training sought to eliminate risk as a factor that could
interfere with the execution of his plans. A solid plan was paramount, and the plan could
only be carried out if the conditions were exactly right. Collectively, these faults made

McClellan overly cautious and slow in action. They were the faults that made Lincoln
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lament by September 1862 that McClellan, despite all of his organizational ability, was

not the man for the command of an army in the field.

Shortly after his arrival in Washington in the summer of 1861, McClellan was asked
by the President to outline his plan for the conduct of the war. McClellan responded on 2
August with a strategy calling for the massing of forces and a decisive battle.
McClellan’s rationale was that the crisis in the aftermath of First Bull Run was no longer
a simple rebellion, but a full-scale war in which ““it has become necessary to crush a
population sufficiently numerous, intelligent, and warlike to constitute a nation. We have
not only to defeat their armed and organized forces in the field,” he wrote Lincoln, “but to
display such an overwhelming strength, as will convince all our antagonists, especially
those of the governing aristocratic class, of the utter impossibility of resistance.” The
operational army to carry out this strategy would have to consist of not less than 250
infantry regiments, 100 field artillery batteries, 28 regiments of cavalry, and 5 regiments
of engineers; in all an army of 273,000 men. The decisive battle, when it came, would be
in Virginia, chosen by the rebels themselves “as their battle-field.” Once the main rebel
army was defeated, Richmond would be occupied followed by “Charleston, Savannah,
Montgomery, Pensacola, Mobile, and New Orleans; in other words to move into the heart
of the enemy’s country, and crush out this rebellion in its very heart.” It would not,

however, be a war against the people of the South. By “pursuing a rigidly protective
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policy as to private property and unarmed persons, and a lenient course as to private
soldiers, we may well hope for a permanent restoration of a peace-full Union.””
McClellan’s strategy was a vision for the conduct of the war that would bring him
into conflict with the then General-in-Chief, Lieutenant General Winfield Scott. Scott
had long since developed his own plan for the conduct of the war that proposed economic
rather than military subjugation of the South. Dubbed by the newspapers the “Anaconda
Plan,” its principal features were “‘a complete blockade of the [South’s] Atlantic and Gulf
ports” in conjunction with “a powerful movement down the Mississippi to the ocean . . .
so as to envelop the insurgent States and bring them to terms with less bloodshed than by
any other plan.” The army for the expedition down the Mississippi would not need to be
more than eighty thousand strong and would be supported by a fleet of from twelve to
twenty steam gun-boats and forty steam transports to carry the army’s personnel,
equipment, and supplies. When enemy batteries were encountered along the banks of the
river, they would be captured by turning movements, and the flotilla would continue on
“leaving a sufficient number of posts with complete garrisons to keep the river open

behind the expedition.” §

"OR 5, 6-8; George B. McClellan, The Civil War Papers of George B. McClellan,
Selected Correspondence, 1860-1865, ed. Stephen W. Sears (New York: Ticknor &
Fields, 1989), 71-5. Although McClellan says in his report that his memorandum to the
President was dated 4 August, Sears establishes that it was delivered personally by
McClellan to Lincoln on 2 August.

®OR 51, pt. 1, 369-70, 387.
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As Scott and McClellan clashed over how best to proceed with the conduct of the

war, McClellan began to see Scott as an enemy who had to be defeated before he
[McClellan] could get on with defeating the rebel army. On the same day that McClellan
presented his plan to Lincoln, he wrote his wife, “I shall carry this thing on ‘En grand” &
crush the rebels in one campaign . . . I will leave nothing undone to gain it.” Concerning
Scott and his plan, McClellan commented that he *“is fast becoming very slow & very old.
He cannot long retain command 1 think—when he retires 1 am sure to succeed him.”’

During the summer of 1861, Scott and McClellan also clashed over the issue of
securing the capital (figure 1). On 8 August, McClellan addressed a letter to Scott laying
out his concerns for Washington’s safety. But, McClellan also took the extraordinary
step of having a copy of the letter delivered directly to the President by one of his
volunteer aides. In the letter, McClellan said, “I am induced to believe that the enemy has
at least 100,000 men in our front.” He speculated that the enemy was about to “‘attack the
positions on the other side of the Potomac and at the same time cross the river above the
city in force,” and went on to comment that “our present army in this vicinity is entirely
insufficient for the emergency.” McClellan’s recommendation was a

concentration of all available Federal forces at Washington immediately, and that all the

military departments surrounding Washington from Fort Monroe to Baltimore and

o McClellan, Civil War Papers, 75.
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Pennsylvania be merged under his command. “I urge that nothing be left undone to bring
up our force for the defense of this city to 100,000 men before attending to any other
point.”lO

Scott responded to McClellan’s alarm in a letter to Secretary of War Simon Cameron
the following day. To McClellan’s assertion that the capital was insecure and in
immediate danger, Scott said, “I am confident in the opposite opinion; . . . I have not the
slightest apprehension for the safety of the Government here.” Scott reviewed for
Cameron his problems with the young general. “Had Major-General McClellan presented
the same views in person, they would have been freely entertained and discussed. All my
military views and opinions had been so presented to him, without eliciting much remark,
in our few meetings, which I have in vain sought to multiply.”""

. The feud between Scott and McClellan continued on into late summer and early
autumn with McClellan increasingly seeing Scott as his major problem, even as he raised
the estimate of the strength of the enemy army across the river. He wrote Mary Ellen on
15 August that “Genl Scott is the most dangerous antagonist I have.” The next day he
wrote her that “the enemy have from 3 to 4 times my force—the Presdt is an idiot, the old
general in his dotage—they cannot or will not see the true state of affairs.” McClellan

increasingly ignored Scott, communicating freely with the President and members of the

cabinet. Scott responded on 16 September with General Order No. 17 in which he

10 McClellan, Civil War Papers, 79-80.

""OR 11, pt. 3, 4.
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reminded all officers that communication with a superior could be accomplished only
through the chain of command, “and the same rule applies to correspondence with the
President direct or with him through the Secretary of War.” McClellan ignored this order
and continued to go to the President and Secretary of War directly. When McClellan also
ignored a direct order from Scott to furnish returns for the Army of the Potomac, Scott
wrote the Secretary of War on 4 October, “the remedy by arrest and trial before a court-
martial would probably soon cure the evil. But it has been feared that a conflict of
authority near the head of the Army would be highly encouraging to the enemies and
depressing to the friends of the Union.” Consequently, “being as I am unable to ride in
the saddle or to walk . . .I shall definitely retire from the Army.”"?

Scott’s retirement became effective on 31 October, and at 4:00 a.m. the next morning
he boarded a train for New York. It was a dismal rainy morning and few came out to see
off the general who had been on active duty since 1808, and for the last twenty years the
ranking officer of the United States Army. Among those who did, though, were
McClellan and some members of his staff. McClellan described his feelings on this
occasion in a letter to his wife. “The sight of this morning was a lesson to me which I
hope not soon to forget. I saw there the end of a long, active & ambitious life—the end of
the career of the first soldier of his nation—& it was a feeble old man scarce able to

walk—hardly any one there to see him off . . . . Should I ever become vainglorious &

ambitious remind me of that spectacle.” Later that morning a White House messenger

2 McClellan, Civil War Papers, 84, 85-6; OR 51, pt. 1, 491-3.
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brought McClellan official notification of his appointment by the President as Scott’s
successor as the General-in-Chief. "

With Scott retired, McClellan should now have been able to proceed with his plan to
win the war in one great campaign. But suddenly McClellan began to see other problems
that would prevent him from going forward with his plan until they were solved and
further preparations properly completed. As General-in-Chief, he was now responsible
for the whole army and the whole war effort. He wrote Mary Ellen on 2 November, “I
find the ‘Army’ just about as much disorganized as was the Army of the Potomac when I
assumed command—everything at sixes & sevens—no system, no order—perfect chaos.
1 can & will reduce it to order—I will soon have it working smoothly.” Of course, no
move could take place against the enemy until this had been accomplished.'®

Although McClellan stuck with his plan for winning the war in one campaign, he now
suddenly came to believe that that campaign would not succeed without supporting
efforts being made in other theaters of operation. In his memoir he recalled, “Until my
own sphere of command and responsibility was extended from the Army of the Potomac
to all the armies, I supposed that some general plan of operations existed, but now learned
that there was none such, and that utter disorganization and want of preparation pervaded
the Western armies.” This situation would also have to be rectified before the Army of

the Potomac could move forward. “Even if the Army of the Potomac had been in

 McClellan, Civil War Papers, 123-4.

14 McClellan, Civil War Papers, 123.
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condition to undertake a campaign in the autumn of 1861, the backward state of affairs in
the West would have made it unwise to do so; for on no sound military principle could it
be regarded as proper to operate on one line alone while all was quiescent on the others,
as such a course would have enabled the enemy to concentrate everything on the one
active army.”15

As if this were not enough to justify postponing active operations until the spring of
1862, McClellan also was under the apprehension that Confederate strengths and
capabilities were growing more rapidly than his own. Where on 8 August, McClellan had
estimated the Confederate army at Manassas Junction at 100,000, when pressed by
Lincoln in late October for a definite plan of operation, McClellan reported to Secretary
Cameron that “all the information from spies, prisoners, &c., agrees in showing that the
enemy have a force on the Potomac not less than 150,000 strong, well drilled and
equipped, ably commanded, and strongly entrenched.” Under these circumstances,
MccClellan told Cameron that there were but two courses of action left for the remainder
of 1861; “to go into winter quarters or so assume the offensive with forces greatly inferior
in numbers to the army I [regard] as desirable and necessary.” McClellan offered the
hope, however, that “if political considerations render the first course unadvisable,” by

stripping the western armies of their “superfluous” troops to reinforce the Army of the

Potomac *“we may yet be able to move with a reasonable prospect of success before the

15 George B. McClellan, McClellan’s Own Story (New York: Charles & Company,
1887), 200.
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winter is fairly upon us.” This memorandum, however, was written on 31 October, the
day before McClellan became general-in-chief, and his tone with regard to the western
armies—as already noted—would change with his assumption of that post. Still, it is
doubtful that he really believed anything could be accomplished before winter. Just a
little over a week later, McClellan wrote a friend, “My intention is simply this—I will pay
no attention to popular clamor—quietly, & quickly as possible, make this Army strong
enough & efficient enough to give me a reasonable certainty that, if I am able to handle
the form, I will win the first battle.” Apparently, McClellan did not see that battle as
occurring before the spring of 1862.'°

Even as he was writing his friend on 8 November, though, McClellan’s concept of the
singular decisiveness of one campaign and one battle was beginning to undergo a
change. In his memoirs he wrote, “As early as the beginning of Dec., 1861, I had
determined not to follow the line of operations leading by land from Washington to
Richmond, but to conduct a sufficient force by water to Urbana, and thence by a rapid
march to West Point . . . .” McClellan explained that by means of this operation he hoped
to cut off all Confederate forces on the Peninsula, and then, with the James River as his
line of communication, to throw the army across that river and take Richmond from the
rear. As for the main Confederate army at Manassas Junction, the army that in August he

intended to defeat as the first step in overwhelming the South, McClellan said, “There

S OR 5, 9; McClellan, Civil War Papers, 118; 127-8. Sears note on page 118
establishes the date of McClellan’s memorandum to Cameron as 31 October.
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was no possible military reason for disturbing them, and it best answered my purposes to
keep them where they were.” What McClellan did not mention was how he planned to
keep that army at Manassas, or how and when he would eventually deal with it."?

McClellan revealed very little of his new plan for the conduct of the war to anyone,
especially the President. When by early December, McClellan had made no move with
the Army of the Potomac, nor issued any positive orders for movements in other theaters,
Lincoln sought to activate operations by suggesting a movement of the army via the
Occoquan River to turn the position of the Confederate army at Manassas by cutting its
line of communication with Richmond, the Orange and Alexandria Railroad. McClellan
replied that such an operation would require no less than 104,000 men, and that the
enemy could meet the thrust with nearly equal strength. He then confided to Lincoln only
that “T have now in my mind actively turned towards another plan of campaign that I do
not think at all anticipated by the enemy nor many of our people.” As to what that plan
was or when it would take place, McClellan told Lincoln nothing.]8

The relationship between McClellan and the President—never that good at any
time—had deteriorated rapidly since the departure of Scott. In McClellan’s mind,
Lincoln was now the major obstacle, and he deeply resented and reacted against this
perceived interference with his handling of the army and his plans for saving the Union.

He took to referring to the President as the “original gorilla,” and “nothing more than a

"' McClellan, McClellan’s Own Story, 202-3.

18 McClellan, Civil War Papers, 143.
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well meaning baboon.” In one famous incident in November, McClellan returned home
from the wedding of an officer and went to bed while the President and Secretary of State
waited for him in the parlor. McClellan especially resented Lincoln’s not infrequent,
unannounced visits to army headquarters and his quarters. On 31 October, he had written
Mary Ellen that in order to get any work done, he had to conceal himself at the house of
Edwin M. Stanton “to dodge all enemies in shape of ‘browsing’ Presdt etc. . ..” The
“etc.,” no doubt, referred to the members of Lincoln’s cabinet, for whom he had no more
use than he did the President. In one letter to Mary Ellen he referred to them as
“wretched politicians,” and proceeded to describe their individual faults. Salmon Chase,
the Secretary of the Treasury, was the only one he thought well of and trusted, and the
only one to whom he confided the details of his strategic thinking in December. No
doubt McClellan felt he needed some support at that level.””

Although he was constantly wanting some information from McClellan, Lincoln did
not really begin to pressure him to advance until Lincoln himself began feeling pressure
from Congress in January 1862. This came in the form of the Joint Committee on the
Conduct of the War, headed by Senator Benjamin Wade of Ohio. Both Lincoln and
McClellan had been fortunate that Congress had been in adjournment since 6 August.

The Second Session of the Thirty-seventh Congress, however, convened on 2 December,

and on 10 December appointed the committee with three members from the Senate and

19 McClellan, Civil War Papers, 106-7, 135; Sears, 132-3.
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four from the House of Representatives “to inquire into the conduct of the present war.”
First and foremost the committee wanted some explanation as to why the Army of the
Potomac, the army created in the aftermath of Bull Run “so that offensive operations
might be resumed at the earliest practical moment,” had yet to advance against the enemy
“and forever crush out any hope of success which the rebels might cherish.”?

Naturally enough, the committee sought an interview with McClellan as its first order
of business. However, on 23 December, the day scheduled for McClellan to meet with
the committee at its room in the capitol, he came down with typhoid fever and could not
attend. As it became apparent that McClellan would be incapacitated for weeks, the
committee proceeded to take testimony from other general officers. From these early
interviews the committee concluded “that the army of the Potomac was well armed and
equipped, and had reached a high state of discipline by the last of September or the first
of October. The men were ready and eager to commence active operations. The generals
in command of the various divisions were opposed to going into winter quarters, and the
most of them declared they had no expectation of doing so.” Armed with this
information, Wade and other committee members began pressuring Lincoln to force

McClellan to act, or replace him with Irwin McDowell. *!

20 Congress, Senate, Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War, Report of the Joint
Committee on the Conduct of the War, 3 pts., 37th Cong., 3rd sess., 1863, Rep. Com. 108,
pt. 1, 3, 5-6.

2V Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War, pt. 1, 5-6; Sears, 138-9.
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With McClellan still confined to his bed, Lincoln directly queried the commanders of

the western departments, Halleck in St. Louis and Major General Don Carlos Buell in
Louisville, concerning the status of their commands and their plans for active operations.
To his dismay, Lincoln learned that neither general considered their forces ready to move
and that there were no plans for any coordinated active operations. Lincoln summed up
his feelings in a note written on Halleck’s response; “It is exceedingly discouraging. As
everywhere else, nothing can be done.” Not knowing what else to do Lincoln visited
army quartermaster, Brigadier General Montgomery C. Meigs, who recommended that he
call an informal council of war of cabinet members and senior general officers to discuss
and decide on plans for the conduct of the war. Lincoln held two such meetings, one on
the evening of 10 January 1862 and the other the following day.””

McClellan, still on his sick bed, learned of Lincoln’s councils of war from Stanton,
who told him, “They are counting on your death, and are already dividing among
themselves your military goods and chattels.” McClellan blamed the meetings on
“radical leaders” and McDowell “hoping to succeed me in command.” In response, he
took it upon himself to go unannounced to the White House the following morning.
There he “took advantage of the occasion to explain to the President in a general and
casual way what my intentions were.” This was the first mention of his Urbana plan to
the President since his hint of its existence in early December. Lincoln then invited

McClellan to attend the third war council meeting which was to be held the following

2 OR 7, 526, 532-3, 926; Sears, 139.
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morning. At this meeting, McClellan acted with extreme arrogance to all present,
including his former cabinet ally, Chase, who knew something of the Urbana plan from
McClellan himself. When the President asked McClellan to describe the plan for all
present, he replied “that if the President had confidence in me it was not right or
necessary to entrust my designs to the judgment of others, . . . that no general
commanding an army would willingly submit his plans to the judgment of such an
assembly, in which some were incompetent to form a valuable opinion, and others
incapable of keeping a secret.” Shortly afterwards the meeting broke up, but as
McClellan remembered it, “The radicals never again lost their influence with the
President, and henceforth directed all their efforts to prevent my achieving success.”>

Completely frustrated in his efforts to get McClellan to commit himself to some
definite plan for active operations, Lincoln finally took matters into his own hands and on
27 January issued the President’s General War Order, No. 1 directing the advance of all
Federal land and naval forces by 22 February. On 31 January, he issued the President’s
Special War Order, No. 1, making the particular objective of the Army of the Potomac
the execution of the Occoquan operation that he had suggested to McClellan in early
December. McClellan responded by asking the President for permission to submit his
objections to the President’s plan in writing. This McClellan did on 3 February in a long
letter to the new Secretary of War, Edwin M. Stanton, in which, for the first time,

McClellan laid out for the administration the complete details of his Urbana plan.

2 McClellan, McClellan’s Own Story, 155-9.
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According to McClellan’s final report, “many verbal conferences ensued,” and Lincoln
finally approved the plan on 27 February, though the War Department began the process
of collecting the transports necessary to move the army to the lower Chesapeake as early
as 14 February.”

In the meantime, an operation was mounted by several divisions of the Army of the
Potomac to reopen the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad through western Maryland. This
operation involved the construction of a bridge across the Potomac River at Harper’s
Ferry using canal boats, but when the operation was launched it was discovered that the
canal boats that had been assembled for the bridge could not be moved to Harper’s Ferry
because they were too wide to fit through the locks of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal.
The ineptness of this affair caused Lincoln on 8 March to once again question McClellan
concerning his plan for a move to the lower Chesapeake. As McClellan put it, “Another
recital of the same facts which had before given satisfaction to his excellency again
produced, as I supposed, the same results.” But McClellan’s recollection of this meeting
with Lincoln was faulty, for it took more than a simple “recital of the same facts” to
reconvince Lincoln to allow the operation to go forward. McClellan had to assemble and

bring back to the White House the senior division commanders of the Army of the

2 OR 5, 41, 42-6; McClellan, Civil War Papers, 162-71. Sears in Civil War Papers
provides a copy of McClellan’s letter to Stanton that contains several paragraphs not
found in the OR version. Also see Sears’s notes for a detailed discussion of the
development of McClellan’s letter.
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Potomac to demonstrate that there was general—though not unanimous—approval of the
plan by the gene:rals.25

In describing the results of the 8 March meetings as the same, McClellan also
misspoke. Lincoln’s reapproval of the plan came in form of the President’s General War
Order, No 3, issued just after the meeting. In this directive, Lincoln established specific
caveats for the undertaking of the operation. First, McClellan was to ensure enough
forces were left at Washington to render the city “entirely secure.” Second, the operation
had to include neutralizing the Confederate batteries below Washington that partially
obstructed navigation of the Potomac. Third, the movement of the army had to begin by
18 March.*

As the President and General-in-Chief on 8 March debated how best to use the Army
of the Potomac to bring the war to a successful conclusion, the Confederate army at
Manassas Junction suddenly abandoned its fortifications, withdrawing south into central
Virginia. McClellan was not surprised, because the “retirement of the enemy towards
Richmond had been expected as the natural consequence of the movement to the
Peninsula.” Orders were immediately issued for a general movement forward of the Army
of the Potomac on the tenth, but McClellan reported that the “almost impassable roads
between our positions and theirs deprived us of the opportunity for inflicting damage

usually afforded by the withdrawal of a large army in the face of a powerful adversary.”

25 OR 5, 48-50.
2 OR 5, 50.
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Still the Army of the Potomac and McClellan were for the first time in the field.”’

McClellan’s departure from Washington offered Lincoln an opportunity to place the
conduct of the war and the Federal armies directly into the hands of the administration.
On 11 March, he issued the President’s War Order, No. 3. It read, in part; “Major-
General McClellan having personally taken the field at the head of the Army of the
Potomac, until otherwise ordered he is relieved from command of the other military
departments, he retaining command of the Department of the Potomac.” Surprisingly,
McClellan seemed to accept his relief as general-in-chief amicably. In a 12 March note to
Lincoln, McClellan reminded him that at sometime past he [McClellan] had stated “that
no feeling of self-interest or ambition should ever prevent me from devoting myself to the
service.” Now, “under the present circumstances,” he continued, ““I shall work just as
cheerfully as before, and that no consideration of self will in any manner interfere with
the discharge of my public duties.”?®

Given that the situation was now changed, McClellan called a council of war of his
senior commanders-now the army corps commanders-at Fairfax, Virginia on 13 March.
At this council, McClellan presented a modified plan for an advance on Richmond from
the lower Chesapeake. Since the Confederate army was now in central Virginia,
assembled south of the Rappahannock and Rapidan Rivers, McClellan dared not risk a
landing at Urbana and a rapid march on Richmond. Rather, he proposed to use Fort

Monroe as the army’s base of operations, advancing up the peninsula between the James

2T OR 5, 50.
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and York Rivers to Richmond. In his 3 February letter to Stanton, McClellan had

described this option as “the worst coming to the worst,” but also admitted that from Fort
Monroe he could “operate with complete security, although with less celebrity &
brilliancy of results.” The revised plan was approved by the generals and promptly
forwarded to Washington for approval, which was given the following day. Leaving
Major General Nathaniel Banks with the Fifth Army Corps to secure Manassas Junction
against a return of the rebels, the remainder of the Army of the Potomac was set in
motion for its places of embarkation. The first troops were started on their way on 17
March, and McClellan himself took ship on 1 April. Several days prior, he had written
his friend, Samuel L.M. Barlow, “I shall soon leave here on the wing for Richmond—

which you may be sure I will take.””

v
In a detailed plan of operations filed with the War Department on 19 March,
McClellan stated that he planned to use the York River as his line of communications,
establishing his base of operations at West Point at the head of the river just twenty-five
miles from Richmond. He expected that the decisive battle of the campaign would be
fought somewhere between West Point and Richmond.*

The one obstacle to reaching and establishing his base at West Point was the

% OR 5, 55.
? OR 5, 45; McClellan, Civil War Papers, 213.
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Confederate batteries at Yorktown and those directly across the river on Gloucester Point.
The best method for dealing with this obstacle, he told the War Department, was “a
combined naval and land attack,” which he thought would be successful in a matter of
hours. Once Yorktown was neutralized, “a strong corps would be pushed up the York,
under cover of the navy, directly upon West Point.” Pursuant to this plan he
recommended that the navy “at once concentrate upon the York River all their available
and most powerful batteries.” The unattractive alternative was a reduction of Yorktown
by siege which would cause considerable delay. “It is impossible to urge too strongly the
absolute necessity of the full co-operation of the Navy as a part of this programme.
Without it the operations may be prolonged for many weeks, and we may be forced to
carry in front several strong positions, which by their aid could be turned without serious
loss of either time or men.”!

McClellan’s plan for a rapid reduction of Yorktown and a quick advance up the
York River to West Point was excellent, especially considering that Yorktown and the
lower Peninsula defenses at the time were held by no more than eight thousand
Confederate soldiers. Executing any military scheme, however, is never perfect, and
requires a commander who is decisive and aggressive and, above all, willing to divert

from the plan and take risks when there is the potential for achieving results. McClellan

on the Peninsula would not be such a commander.

Y 0OR 5, 57-8.
' OR 5, 57-8.
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Once on the Peninsula, McClellan again took to crediting exaggerated reports of the
enemy’s strength and dispositions. Rather than immediately brushing aside the relatively
small Confederate force manning the defensive works in the vicinity of Yorktown,
McClellan moved slowly, believing that they had been heavily reinforced to greater than
twenty-five thousand. Then on 7 April, he telegraphed Stanton, “All the prisoners state
that General J.E. Johnston arrived at Yorktown yesterday with strong re-enforcements. It
seems clear that I shall have the whole force of the enemy on my hands—probably not
less than 100,000 men, and probably more.” The problem as McClellan saw it was not
his lack of aggressive leadership, but the interference of his superiors in withholding from
him troops which were supposed to have joined him on the Peninsula. “In consequence
of the loss of Blenker’s division and the First corps my force is possibly less than that of
the enemy, while they have all the advantage of position.” McClellan concluded that he
now had no choice but “to resort to the use of heavy guns and some siege operations
before we assault.” The preparation of siege works and heavy batteries for the reduction
of Yorktown took until 3 May. When, after a month of digging, McClellan was finally
ready to open a bombardment of the lines at Yorktown, Johnston withdrew to Richmond
before the first shot could be fired. >

It took another month for McClellan to get the Army of the Potomac the fifty miles
from Yorktown to Richmond, and it was not until the end of May that his army was

astride the Chickahominy River and preparing to press against the city’s defensive lines.

OR 11, pt. 1, 11.
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Rather than wait to see what McClellan would do, Johnston on 31 May struck at the

Fourth Army Corps that was south of the river and well in advance of the rest of the
army. This attack, though, was ineptly handled and the only significant result of the
Battle of Fair Oaks, or Seven Pines, was the wounding of Johnston and the naming of
Robert E. Lee as his replacement.

McClellan now took another three weeks to shift the remaining corps of his army
south of the river, leaving only Fitz-John Porter’s Fifth Corps on the north side. This
delay gave Lee time to strengthen his army by calling down the army of General Thomas
J. (Stonewall) Jackson from the Shenandoah Valley. On 26 June, Lee struck at the Fifth
Corps, McClellan’s right flank, in its isolated position north of the river. Although Porter
managed to hold his position, McClellan determined on withdrawal, believing that he
faced a vastly superior Confederate force. As Lee continued to press the attack in a series
of battles known as the Seven Days, McClellan continued to withdraw away from
Richmond toward the James River. By 2 July, the entire Army of the Potomac was
huddled on the James at Harrison’s Landing some twenty miles from Richmond.
McClellan would style this extended withdrawal “a change of base.”

Rather than recognize his own failings, McClellan blamed the reverse before
Richmond on continuing interference from Washington, especially Lincoln’s withholding
of McDowell’s corps of forty thousand from joining the Army of the Potomac on the
Peninsula. When the President came to Harrison’s Landing on 8 July to visit with

McClellan, rather than present a new plan of campaign, McClellan undertook to
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counseling Lincoln on the military and political condition of the nation. Lincoln returned
to Washington and appointed Major General Henry W. Halleck as the new General-in-
Chief. When Halleck came to Harrison’s Landing near the end of July, McClellan told
him that enemy forces defending Richmond numbered two hundred thousand men, but
that with a reinforcement of just twenty thousand men, he (McClellan) would undertake
to move against the city or to cross the river and attempt to capture Petersburg, a major
rail center some thirty miles below Richmond. Halleck returned to Washington to think
the situation over, and on 3 August ordered McClellan to begin withdrawing the Army of
the Potomac from the Peninsula. His rationale was that if the Confederates were as
strong as McClellan estimated, both McClellan and the recently organized army of John
Pope in northern Virginia were at risk with superior Confederate forces between them.
Better the two armies should be brought together as one in a position from which they
could effectively cover Washington while undertaking operations toward Richmond.
McClellan protested the decision as causing him “the greatest pain I ever experienced, for
I am convinced that the order to withdraw this army to Aquia Creek will prove disastrous
to our cause.” Nevertheless, the withdrawal of the Army of the Potomac from the
Peninsula began on 14 Aug,ust.33

As the Army of the Potomac was slowly being transported up Chesapeake Bay and
the Potomac River, Lee turned the full force of his army—which numbered in fact only a

little more than fifty thousand—against Pope’s Army of Virginia. Desperate to reinforce

B OR 11, pt. 1, 81, 82-83; 12, pt. 2, 23.
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Pope for the climatic battle, Halleck began ordering McClellan to send the corps of the

Army of the Potomac arriving at Aquia Creek and Alexandria to the support of Pope,
leaving McClellan effectively a commander without an army. With Pope’s defeat at the
Second Battle of Manassas on 29 and 30 August, the scenario of the summer of 1861
seemed to be replaying itself all over again.

Just as in 1861, the President turned to McClellan, giving him command of the
defenses of Washington on 1 September, and of all the forces in an around Washington
the next day. Unlike 1861, though, little if any enthusiasm greeted Lincoln’s choice. The
cabinet, in particular, was decidedly against the reappointment of McClellan, and Stanton
had gone so far as to draw up a memorandum for the President expressing the
dissatisfaction of the cabinet members with McClellan as an army commander. All
except the Navy Secretary signed it. Even so, Welles was no more in favor of continuing
McClellan in command than were the others. Welles simply objected to the method. In
his diary he noted that “my faith in McClellan’s energy and reliability was shaken nine
months ago; that as early as last December I had, . . . expressed my disappointment in the
man.”** |

The paper was to be presented to Lincoln at the cabinet meeting on 2 September, but
then the President came in and confirmed that he had placed McClellan in command of

the forces defending the capital. According to Welles, the President said that “he had

* Gideon Welles, Diary of Gideon Welles, Secretary of the Navy Under Lincoln and
Johnson, 3 vols., ed. Howard K. Beale and Alan W. Brownsword (New York: W.W.
Norton & Company, 1960), 1: 102.
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done what seemed to him best and would be responsible for what he had done to the
country.” The President went on to say that McClellan “can be trusted to act on the
defensive, but he is troubled with the ‘slows’ and good for nothing for an onward
movement.” Welles thought “there was a more disturbed and desponding feeling than I
have ever witnessed in council; the President was greatly distressed.” The one positive
note was that McClellan “had beyond any officer the confidence of the army. Though
deficient in the positive qualities which are necessary for an energetic commander, his
organizing powers could be made temporarily available till the troops were rallied.”

There are obvious parallels between the situation that McClellan faced in July 1861,
and the one that he faced in September 1862. In September of 1862, though, two aspects
of McClellan’s situation were very much different. First, during the previous summer,
McClellan had the time that he needed to bring order out of chaos, and he had taken that
time to first stabilize the situation and then carefully organize the forces that he would
need to continue the war. Now, however, with Confederate forces poised to attack the
Washington defenses from the south or to quickly cross over into Maryland, whatever
action McClellan was going take would have to be immediate. Second, McClellan had
possessed the initiative in the summer of 1861. Once he had organized the forces he
needed for the continued prosecution of the war, it was up to him to decide what to do
with those forces. The initiative now was with the Confederates. In the coming

campaign, McClellan would, at least in the beginning, be on the defensive and would

3 Welles, 104-5.
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have to react to whatever moves his enemy was going to make. In 1861, as well as on the
Peninsula, McClellan had been deliberate and cautious in his every move. He no longer
had that luxury. In the Maryland Campaign, if he would save the country, he would have

to be the energetic field commander that heretofore he had not been.

v

Agreeing with Halleck that the next move of the enemy would most likely be into
Maryland, McClellan on 3 September ordered the Second Corps of the Army of the
Potomac under Major General Edwin V. Sumner and the Second Corps of the Army of
Virginia under Major General Nathaniel P. Banks to move across the Potomac via the
Chain Bridge to take position north of Washington City in the vicinity of Tennallytown in
the District of Columbia where the outer defenses of the capital were located. Another
corps, the Ninth, under Major General Jesse L. Reno, was ordered to cross and to take
position on the Seventh Street Road just north of the city in support of the other two
corps. In addition, those serviceable cavalry regiments that were immediately available in
the vicinity of Washington were sent out along the north bank of the river to conduct
reconnaissance. >°

On the fourth, McClellan’s headquarters began receiving vague reports indicating that
enemy forces had begun crossing the river. In response, McClellan, ordered Brigadier

General Alfred Pleasonton with his brigade of cavalry from the Army of the Potomac to

% OR 19, pt. 1, 38; McClellan, Civil War Papers, 70.
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move over from Falls Church in Virginia to Tennallytown, and to take charge of all
cavalry operations on that side of the river and north of Washington.”’

The next morning, Halleck wired McClellan that there was now no doubt that the
enemy was crossing the Potomac into Maryland in force. He urged McClellan to send
Sumner’s corps to meet the enemy and to follow up this move with additional forces.
McClellan acted on this suggestion from the General-in-Chief by ordering both Sumner’s
and Banks’s corps to move north from Tennallytown to Rockville, and by calling up the
division of Major General Darius N. Couch from the Army of the Potomac to move to
Offutt’s Cross Roads south and west of Rockville.”

By late that same morning, Pleasonton completed his move from Falls Church and
established his headquarters at Darnestown from which he began advising McClellan
concerning the situation in Maryland. His first reports were ambiguous. One sent at
11:30 a.m. indicated that no large force of the enemy had yet crossed the river and that
given the character of the terrain he did not believe that a large force could do so below
Harper’s Ferry. Later in the day, he reported a column of Confederate infantry three
thousand strong to be near Poolesville with additional enemy forces massed near Ball’s
Bluff (Conrad’s Ferry) and Edward’s Ferry ready to cross. In his final report of the day,
he told McClellan that he believed there were no Confederates in the vicinity of Edward’s

Ferry, but that enemy forces were moving between White’s Ferry and Frederick. He also

7 OR 19, pt. 1, 208; 51, pt. 1, 786-7.

#OR 19, pt. 1, 38; pt. 2, 182.
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relayed the story of a rebel deserter who said that the commands of Stonewall Jackson,
James Longstreet, Gustavus W. Smith, and Daniel Harvey Hill were crossing the river
with a force of up to forty-five thousand men and sixty pieces of artillery.’ ’

Now, on the morning of the sixth, Pleasonton was reporting that a corps under
General Robert E. Lee had crossed the Potomac the day before with thirty thousand men
and was moving in the direction of Poolesville. Another column under the renowned
Jackson was reported to be on the main road between Frederick and Rockville. Their
design, according to Pleasonton, was to make an immediate attack on Washington, and he
cautioned McClellan to be especially prepared for it to come in the vicinity of Rockville
or perhaps as far northeast of Rockville as Brookeville. Pleasonton further told
McClellan that he did not think the attack could be made along the river because of the
broken character of the country in that quarter.40

If Pleasonton’s conjecture was correct, it would mean that the brunt of the attack
would fall on the two corps of Sumner and Banks that were just that morning completing
their move from Tennallytown to Rockville (figure 2). After passing through Rockville,
both corps advanced out about two miles beyond the town and deployed into line of
battle, taking up positions on what Major General Sumner, the senior officer, reported as
“strong ground.” To bolster their position and his force in Maryland, McClellan ordered

the Ninth Corps to move out to Leesborough, where it was to be joined by the First Army

* OR 19, pt. 2, 185-6.

Y OR 19, pt. 2, 192-3.
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Corps, Army of Virginia under its new commander, Major General Joseph Hooker, who
was replacing McDowell. McClellan also ordered the Sixth Army Corps, Army of the
Potomac, under Major General William B. Franklin, and the division of Brigadier
General George Sykes from the Fifth Army Corps, Army of the Potomac to cross into
Maryland and take position at Tennallytown.*'

But the enemy did not attack and the day remained generally a quiet one. By 8:30
p-m., Pleasonton, who was in communication with Sumner, was reporting his cavalry
pickets to be as far out as Neilsville and Clarksburg, the latter some thirteen miles north
of Rockville on the Frederick Road. Even so, Pleasonton was still insisting that Jackson
with “some 30,000 or 40,000 men” was in the vicinity of Barnesville. Late in the day,
Sumner reported to headquarters that a spy in whom he had confidence had come in from

Poolesville saying that the strength of the enemy force in Maryland was fifty thousand,

‘' OR 19, pt. 2, 38, 196.
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Figure 2. Positions of Federal Army Corps as directed by McClellan, 6 September 1862.
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but that they had all gone in the direction of Frederick. The threat, therefore, of an

immediate attack on Washington seemed to have subsided and the soldiers of Sumner’s

and Bank’s corps passed the night of 6 to 7 September resting, more or less, comfortably

on their arms.*

“2D. P. Conyngham, The Irish Brigade and Its Campaigns (Boston: Patrick Donahoe,
1869; reprint, Gaithersburg, MD: Ron R. Van Sickle Military Books, 1987), 284-5; OR
19, pt. 2, 194, 196; Charles A. Fuller, Personal Recollections of the War of 1861
(Sherburne, NY: News Job Printing House, 1906), 53.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



CHAPTER 2
CORPS D’ARMEE

1

The Army of the Potomac that George B. McClellan began assembling in Maryland in
early September 1862 was not the Army of the Potomac that he had organized in late
1861, nor was it the Army of the Potomac that he had led on the Peninsula from March
until August 1862. The Army of the Potomac of September 1862 was a throw-together,
“come as you are” army, made up of the available and serviceable veteran corps in the
vicinity of Washington at the time. By September 1862, the army corps, or corps
d’armée in the French military parlance often used at that time, had become the basic
building block of all Civil War armies. It would be the selection, assembling, refitting,
and reorganization of the veteran army corps of both the Army of the Potomac and the
Army of Virginia that would be the method by which McClellan would create the
“movable army” as the President and Halleck had ordered him to do on 3 September to

meet the Confederate threat in Maryland.'

"War Department, War of the Rebellion: The Official Records of the Union and
Confederate Armies, 71 vols. (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1881-1901),
series I, vol. 19, pt. 2, 169. Hereinafter cited as OR. All references are to Series I unless
otherwise noted. The Confederate armies would not be officially organized into army
corps until 1863, but they were already operating unofficially in a corps type of
organization in 1862.
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The army corps was a relatively new organizational design that had been developed
by Napoleon Bonaparte as early as 1800 when “he organized corps of two or three
divisions, which he placed under the command of lieutenant-generals, and formed of
them the wings, the center, and the reserve of his army.” The organization of the corps
d’armée was perfected at the Camp of Boulogne between 1803 and 1805 when Napoleon
“organized permanent army corps under the command of marshals, who had under their
orders three divisions of infantry, one of light cavalry, from thirty-six to forty pieces of
cannon, and a number of sappers. Each corps was thus a small army, able at need to act
independently as an army.” The preeminent European military theorist and historian of
the mid-nineteenth century, Antoine-Henri Jomini, commented that “this organization
was as near perfection as possible; and the grand army, that brought about such great
results, was the model which all armies of Europe soon imitated.” Austria followed this
example after 1805, as did Prussia and Russia after 1806.°

The re-organization of the large armies of the Napoleonic period into corps provided
army commanders with three advantages. First, it simplified the exercise of command at
the army level by greatly reducing the army commander’s span of control: the actual
number of units that the commander would have to manage directly. Without army corps,
any movement or engagement of a large army would involve detailed and complex

coordination of the movements of its numerous divisions. On campaign or during a

2 Antoine-Henri § omini, The Art of War, trans. G.H. Mendell and W.P. Craighill
(Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1863), 279; David G. Chandler, Dictionary of the
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battle, the army commander would have to be constantly concerned with the movement
and status of each division and thereby be less able to see and manage the operation as a
whole. Lost in such details, a commander might easily fail to perceive a danger presented
by the enemy, or take advantage of an opportunity.

A second advantage was that army corps combined the three basic combat arms—
infantry, cavalry, and artillery—into units capable of independent maneuver and action.
This gave the army commander greater flexibility in the application of the army’s combat
power, because corps could be assigned specific operational objectives, even operational
objectives that were supplementary to the army’s main objectives. As Jomini put it, the
corps were small armies capable of fighting alone for a time without the support of the
rest of the army. Napoleon believed that an army corps could engage and hold its own
against even a larger enemy force for up to twenty-four hours.’

Finally, the existence of corps allowed an army maneuvering during a campaign to
disperse over a wide area without sacrificing security. Without such subdivisions, a large
army would have to remain concentrated, often on a single road in a slow-moving
extended column formation. Corps, however, could move independently of one another
on a broad front, each within one day’s march of the next. Upon contact with the enemy,
a corps could hold its position or develop the situation while the rest of the army was

quickly maneuvered and concentrated in its support.

Napoleonic Wars (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1993), 105-6. Chandler points out

the corps type subdivisions of armies can be traced back as far the Roman legion.
> Chandler, 106.
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But the organization of the Civil War armies into corps offered more than just these
operational advantages. The corps organization was fundamental to making the whole
doctrinal concept underlying the conduct of war and military operations in the 1860s
work. Jomini wrote that “the art of war, . .. consists of five principle parts, viz.:
Strategy, Grand Tactics, Logistics, Tactics of the different arms, and the Art of
Engineering.” Putting aside logistics and engineering, for the moment, the actual conduct
of active military operations involved the three functional domains of strategy, grand
tactics, and tactics, and these divisions of operational responsibility were facilitated by the
organization of army corps.*

Jomini defined strategy as embracing thirteen different functions ranging from the
selection of the theater of war to the choice of lines of operation and positioning of
depots. His American counterpart, the West Point professor Dennis Hart Mahan,
condensed Jomini’s definition to “the Art of directing masses on decisive points.”
Mahan’s student, and at the time of the Maryland Campaign the army’s General-in-Chief,
Henry Wagner Halleck, re-expanded the definition to “the art of directing masses on
decisive points, or the hostile movements of armies beyond the range of each other’s
cannon.” However it was defined, all three of these military theorists agreed that strategy

involved the operational direction of the whole army toward achieving a specific

* Jomini, 66; Henry Wager Halleck, Elements of Military Art and Science: or, Course
of Instruction in Strategy, Fortification, Tactics of Battles, etc. (New York: D. Appleton
& Co., 1846), 37. Halleck divides the art of war into just four parts, strategy,
engineering, logistics, and tactics, but later divides tactics into grand tactics and
elementary tactics (see page 114).
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objective, and was the domain of the army commander. All would also agree that
strategy was accomplished through the army commander’s plan of campaign, and his
direction of the army’s mancuver during the campaign.5

As in wars past, the Civil War was fought as a succession of campaigns. Although
defined in the 1860s simply as “a series of continuous field operations,” each campaign
was undertaken in order to achieve objectives that would make a major contribution to
winning the war. Campaigns, in turn, were conducted by field armies, the principal
operational organization of the Civil War. It was the responsibility of the field army
commander to plan and conduct campaigns. Corps facilitated such planning because the
field army commanders could think in terms of the maneuvering and positioning of those
these semi-independent units. During a campaign, as well as in battle, the corps
commanders could be given specific operational or maneuver objectives that would
incrementally contribute to the accomplishment of the field army’s overall objective.6

In achieving the operational objectives assigned to the corps, the corps commanders,

assisted by their subordinate division commanders, put into operation the second

> Jomini, 68-9; Dennis Hart Mahan, Lithographic Notes on the Composition of
Armies and Strategy (West Point, NY: Privately Printed, n.d.), 2; Halleck, 37. As
professor of civil and military engineering at West Point, Mahan instructed every class of
cadets from 1832 to 1871 in military art and science,

6 Henry L. Scott, Military Dictionary (New York: D. Van Nostrand, 1864; reprint,
Yuma, Arizona: Fort Yuma Press, 1984), 145. The United States Army currently defines
campaign as “a series of related military operations designed to achieve one or more
strategic objectives within a given space and time;” a definition that seems to be not
much more than a refinement of Scott’s. See Department of the Army. Field Manual
100-5, Operations. Washington, DC: Headquarters, Department of the Army, 1993.
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functional domain of war, grand tactics, which Jomini defined as “the art of posting
troops upon the battlefield according to the accidents of the ground, of bringing them into
action, and the art of fighting upon the ground, in contradistinction to planning upon a
map.” Mahan’s definition of grand tactics was similar, but simpler, “the art of
combining, disposing, and handling troops on the field of battle.” The organization of the
corps as a combined arms unit necessarily made grand tactics the domain of the corps
commander and his subordinate division commanders. It was these officers who would
arrange and direct the combined maneuver and action of infantry, cavalry, and artillery
during the campaign and on the field of battle.’

The third functional domain of war, tactics, was accomplished within the organization
of the army corps. Jomini referred to this domain as “tactics of the different arms,” while
both Mahan and Halleck called it elementary or minor tactics, and all defined it generally
as the rules by which individual units of infantry, cavalry, and artillery were maneuvered
and brought into action, particularly on the battlefield. Tactics was the domain of the
brigade and regimental and battery commanders of the corps. In a memorandum to the

general officers of the Army of the Potomac in August 1861, McClellan wrote, “to the

7 Jomini, 69; Dennis Hart Mahan, An Elementary Treatise on Advanced-Guard, Out-
Post, and Detachment Service of Troops, and the Manner of Handling Them in Presence
of an Enemy, 2d ed. (New York: John Wiley, 1862), 32, hereinafter cited as Quipost.
Halleck defined grand tactics as “the art of combining and conducting battles of all
descriptions.” See page 114.
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Brig Genls the Genl Comdg looks for the instruction, discipline, & efficiency of the

troops.”8

Prior to the Civil War, the United States Army had never used the corps organization
because it had never fielded a force large enough to make creation of corps advantageous.
In discussing the organization of field armies, the army regulations of 1855 and 1861 did
not even mention corps, citing *“divisions as the basis of the organization and
administration of armies in the field.” As an authority on the organization of European
armies, however, McClellan was well aware of the advantages to be gained by organizing
the large army that he was creating in 1861 into corps, and it was his intention to do so as
soon as “service in the field had indicated what general officers were best fitted to
exercise those most important commands.” But, when McClellan by early 1862 had
taken no action regarding the organization of army corps, he was preempted by Lincoln
who in his General War Order Number 2 of 8 March directed “that the major-general
commanding the Army of the Potomac proceed forthwith to organize that part of the said
army destined to enter upon active operations . . . into four army corps.” Although
McClellan objected to Lincoln’s order as being “issued without consulting me and against
my judgment,” he nevertheless carried it out with the issuance of Army of the Potomac
General Orders Number 151 dated 13 March 1862, dividing his field army into four army

corps. In organizing these initial corps, McClellan generally followed Napoleon’s model

8 George B. McClellan, The Civil War Papers of George B. McClellan, Selected
Correspondence, 1860-1865, ed. Stephen W. Sears (New York: Ticknor & Fields, 1989),
76.
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to create a combined arms organization of three infantry divisions, supported by up to

twelve batteries of artillery, and one or more regiments of cavalry.’

I
As with all armies of the nineteenth century, the infantry was the principal combat
arm because it was the principal producer of combat power. Infantry, therefore, would be
the principal combat component of the corps d’armée. The infantry of the corps was
organized first into divisions, which the army regulations of 1855 and 1861 specified
would be made up of two or three brigades. The regulations went on to establish that
each brigade would have two or more regiments. The regiment was the basic unit of
organization of the infantry.'
Congressional legislation enacted on 22 July 1861 “for the employment of
volunteers,” authorized to each infantry regiment
one colonel, one lieutenant-colonel, one major, one adjutant (a lieutenant), one
quartermaster (a lieutenant), one surgeon and one assistant surgeon, one sergeant
major, one regimental quartermaster sergeant, one regimental commissary
sergeant, one hospital steward, two principal musicians, and twenty four

musicians for a band; and shall be composed of ten companies, each company to
consist of one captain, one first lieutenant, one second lieutenant , one first

*War Department, Regulations for the Army of the United States (New Y ork: Harper
& Brothers, Publishers, 1857), 63; Revised Regulations for the Army of the United States,
1861 (Philadelphtia: J.B. Lippincott & Co.), 71; George B. McClellan, McClellan’s Own
Story (New York: Charles & Company, 1887), 222; OR 5, 18. Both Lincoln’s order and
General Orders Number 151 speak of organizing a fifth corps that apparently was not to
be a part of McClellan’s field army.

' Army Regulations 1855, 63; Army Regulations 1861, 71.
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sergeant, four sergeants, eight corporals, two musicians, one wagoner, and from
sixty-four to eighty-two privates.

At full strength, therefore, each infantry regiment would have a battle force of thirty-five
officers, fifty-one sergeants, and nine hundred soldiers; 986 men in all."!

In the infantry regiments, combat power could be produced in two ways, as firepower
through the use of the soldiers’ individual firearms, or as shock action through the use of
their bayonets. By 1862, however, changes in firearms technology presented
commanders at all levels within the corps with a serious tactical dilemma; should the
infantry fight primarily through the use of its fire, or though the physical effects of its
shock action?

Until 1855, the standard firearm of the infantry in all the nations of the western world
had been the smoothbore, muzzle-loading musket. This musket had two important
characteristics that recommended its use by the infantry. It could be loaded and fired
rapidly, and it could be fired repeatedly without extensive cleaning. To load the musket,
the soldier used a paper cartridge that contained both the weapon’s powder charge and its
projectile, a lead ball. The soldier first tore open one end of the paper cartridge with his
teeth, then dumped the gun powder charge down the barrel before inserting the ball. The
ball was next rammed down the barrel to the breech with a ramrod that the soldier drew
from a channel in the stock of the musket under the barrel. After replacing the ramrod, all

that remained was for the soldier to draw the hammer to the full cocked position, prime

" Army Regulations 1861, 518-9.
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the musket with a percussion cap, aim, and fire. The entire process could be
accomplished in as little as fifteen seconds. The capability to load and fire the musket
rapidly and repeatedly resulted from the fact that the musket ball was considerably
smaller in diameter than the bore of the barrel. Therefore, it was easily rammed into the
barrel and seated at the breech through the use of the ramrod, even after the barrel became
fouled from repeated firings. Because of fouling buildup in the barrel after firing, a tight
fitting projectile could not have been loaded even after just one shot without stopping to
clean the barrel.

The musket, though, had two major disadvantages that greatly limited the
effectiveness of its firepower. It had a very limited range and was highly inaccurate. Just
as with the weapon's positive capabilities, the undersized musket ball was responsible for
these deficiencies. In firing the musket, what actually propelled the ball down the barrel
was a rush of hot gas produced by the rapid burning of the gun powder. Because the ball
did not tightly fit the barrel, much of this gas would escape around the ball and precede it
down the barrel without having a propelling effect. This limited the speed that the ball
achieved while traveling down the barrel—muzzle velocity—and thus the distance it
could travel once it left the barrel. The maximum range of the musket was only about
250 yards.

The second problem with the undersized ball was that, being loose in the barrel, it
would bounce from side to side and top to bottom as it traveled down the barrel. So, like

a billiard ball rebounding from the rail, the projectile's direction on 1éaving the barrel was
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determined by which face of the barrel it glanced off last. This made the musket so

inaccurate that, on average, a soldier could not consistently hit a man-sized target at any
distance beyond fifty yards. Because of its inherent inaccuracy, the musket had no need
of a rear sight and only a single blade front sight was provided for the soldier to use in
aiming.

To overcome the deficiencies of the musket as a firepower weapon, armies developed
tactical systems based on mass and close-order drill that would enhance the effects of the
weapon’s firepower through concentration. Concentration meant packing the largest
number of soldiers into the smallest possible space, twenty by nineteen inches for each
soldier. Because of the musket's lack of accuracy, individual fire by dispersed soldiers
would have only limited effect. But, if the soldiers were compressed as much as possible
in their ranks, and release of their fire was controlled and directed toward targets
designated by the officers, the effect of the fire would be exponentially increased. And
not only would effectiveness be increased, but the range to which that effectiveness could
be projected also would be increased. Soldiers firing en masse—volley fire—could be
effective against enemy formations at up to two hundred yards, whereas soldiers firing
individually were usually not effective beyond fifty yards. For soldiers to load, fire, and
otherwise handle their weapons in tightly packed ranks, and for officers to maneuver
those formations to and on the battlefield with speed and agility—the domain of minor

tactics—dictated a need for uniform and precision movements on the part of each
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individual: in other words, soldiers well practiced in a system of tactical close-order
drill."?

This same tactical system of massed formations and close-order drill also was the
most effective method for producing the infantry’s other form of combat power, the shock
action of the bayonet. The bayonet was the more traditional infantry weapon, a direct
descendant of the pikes that infantrymen carried in the days when firearms were little
more than a novelty. In order to use it, the soldier had to be brought into close physical
contact with the enemy. Necessarily, the bayonet would be least effective if the soldiers
fought individually, with commanders gambling that the individual soldier's skill, fitness,
and fortitude at the point of decision was superior to that of the enemy. Battle, in such a
case, would be reduced to a gladiatorial contest of the best champions put up by each
side. But, through a tactical system of close-order drill, massed formations of soldiers
with leveled and dressed bayonets could be brought against an enemy force, applying the
awful power of a disciplined, controlled phalanx at the point of decision.

Under this system of tactics, the musket and the bayonet perfectly complemented each
other through the use of two basic formations (figures 3 and 4). For maximum firepower,
the line of battle was the best formation because every soldier was able to fire to the front.
A regiment in line of battle would mean that all ten companies would form in line of

battle side by side. For developing shock action, a column formation was best because it

2 William P. Craighill, The Army Officer’s Pocket Companion, Principally Designed
for Staff Officers in the Field (New York: D. Van Nostrand, 1862), 65.
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was solid and unwavering in maneuver, and because its depth added physical strength. A
regiment could form in either a column by company in which each company was in line
of battle with the companies arranged one behind the other, or in a column by division in
which two companies in line of battle would form side by side—a division—backed up
by the remaining eight companies in the same formation—four more divisions."

In the offensive battle, where the momentum of the attack was most important, the

column formation was used. In a column formation, the regiment approaching the enemy

LINE OF BATTLE

SECOND PLATOON it FIRST PLATOON

ORGANIZATION
BY THE FLANK {Army Regulations, 1861, p 519)
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Figure 3: The Infantry Company.

1% Craighill, 66, 73.
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line could disdain the use of fire altogether and rely solely on its speed and the weight of

the charging column behind its bayonets to punch through the enemy’s defensive line.
Halleck wrote that the moral effect produced by the charge of an infantry column was

such “that they frequently carry positions without ever employing their fire.” If some
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firepower was called for, however, the company or companies at the front of the column
could provide it, but even that use of firepower was discouraged because it required
stopping to fire, and that meant sacrificing the momentum of the column while it was
under fire. Jomini, cautioned, “We must not forget that a column of attack is not intended
to fire, . . . for if it begins to fire while marching, the whole impulsive effect of its
forward movement is lost.”'*

If the battle were to be fought on the defensive, however, the regiments of the front
line would be formed in line of battle, so that they could use their firepower to stop the
enemy’s attacking formations. But because of the short range of the musket, it was
problematic as to whether this could be done at all, and the thin line of battle formation
was extremely vulnerable to being broken by the shock action of the enemy’s assaulting
columns. Accordingly, a second defensive line had to be formed with the regiments in a
column formation to counterattack using the bayonet should the fire of the first line fail to
stop the attack. Mahan advised that “a charge by a column, when the enemy is within 50
paces, will prove effective, if resolutely made.” '°
The procedures for going from column to line of battle, changing front while in line

of battle, and going back to column were the heart of the system of infantry minor tactics

in 1862. The more quickly and efficiently these movements could be accomplished, the

' Halleck, 124; Jomini, 294.
15 Dennis Hart Mahan, An Elementary Treatise on Advanced-Guard, Out-Post, and

Detachment Service of Troops, and the Manner of Handling Them in Presence of an
Enemy, 2d ed. (New York: John Wiley, 1862), 50.
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more maneuverability and agility the infantry regiments would have on the battlefield.
Maneuverability and agility, in turn, gave commanders the ability to develop a maximum
of combat power at the right time and place, whether it was shock action through the use
of the bayonet, or firepower through the use of the musket. Either way, the precise and
skillful execution of the movements—the drill—as specified in the infantry tactical
manuals meant a greater chance of survival, as well as success in battle.'

The equilibrium that existed between the musket and the bayonet as the infantry’s
sources of combat power, and the tactical system of massed formations and close-order
drill that made possible the optimum employment of those weapons was seriously upset
in 1855 when the United States Army adopted the rifled musket as the infantry’s new
firearm. In appearance and handling, the rifled musket was little different from the
musket that it replaced. For the soldier, the process of loading and firing the rifled
musket was exactly the same as for the musket. Indeed, the major difference between the
two was not to be found in the weapons themselves, but in the projectiles that they fired.
Rather than a plain ball, the rifled musket fired a cylindrical shaped projectile with an
ogive nose and a flat base hollowed out in the shape of a cone. This projectile was
perfected by a French army captain, Claude Etienne Minié, in the 1830s, and would be
called the minie ball by American soldiers of the Civil War,. As with the standard
musket ball, the minie ball loaded easily into the barrel of the rifled musket because its

diameter was smaller than that of the bore of the barrel. The rifled musket, therefore,

16 Halleck, 125.
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retained all of the advantages of the musket in that it could be loaded and fired rapidly

and repeatedly. On firing, however, the propellant gases acting on the hollow base of the
minie ball caused it to expand to the limits of the barrel, creating a gas seal. Because of
this seal, none of the propellant gas could escape as was the case with the musket ball, so
the full force of the gas was made to act upon the minie ball, greatly increasing muzzle
velocity and consequently range. Where the maximum range of the musket was only 250
yards, the maximum range of the new rifled musket was 1,250 yards.

In addition, because of the expansion of the minie ball, it now made sense to rifle the
barrel. The soft lead of the expanding minie ball would fill the rifle grooves in the barrel,
so that as it traveled down the barrel a spin would be conveyed to the projectile causing it
to travel in a true direction once it left the barrel. In short, this made the rifled musket
accurate to a great distance. Where the average soldier with the musket, firing
individually, was unable to hit a man-sized target beyond fifty yards, that same soldier
armed with a rifled musket could be effective as an individual firing against targets at 300
yards. A soldier who was an exceptional marksman could successfully engage targets at
distances up to five hundred yards.

The introduction of the rifled musket increased the firepower of the infantry
exponentially. Indeed it made infantry fire dominant on the Civil War battlefield. But in
doing so, it upset the established system of infantry tactics. In the defense, a regiment of
infantry armed with the new rifled musket and formed in line of battle now had the

ability, in terms of range, accuracy, and volume of fire to stop any column of attack sent
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against it. Where a regimental column of attack was capable of crossing a field of musket
fire of two hundred yards to break the enemy’s formation with the bayonet, that same
column would be completely decimated if it attempted to cross a field of rifled musket
fire of 350 yards against the same enemy force. And therein lay the tactical dilemma with
regard to infantry combat. If the shock action power of the bayonet could no longer be
effectively applied in the attack, how were infantry attacks to be made using firepower
alone? Because the rifled musket was still a muzzle-loading weapon, full development of
a unit’s firepower meant that the soldiers had to remain stationary and standing. The
development of an effective volume of fire could not be accomplished while the
formations were moving or lying on the ground. Therefore, using fire in the attack meant
moving a formation into the enemy’s zone of fire to establish a stationary firing line. In
addition, the firing line had to remain a massed formation, because the volume of fire
developed with the rifled musket was no greater than with the musket. A dispersed
formation would sacrifice volume of fire, and would be especially vulnerable to the
massed fire of the enemy, as well as to a bayonet charge by an enemy column.

Within the army corps, the corps commander, division commanders, brigade and
regimental commanders all had to be concerned with this problem in carrying out their
responsibilities in the domains of grand and minor tactics. Moreover, the new dominance
of infantry firepower on the battlefield was not clearly understood at the beginning of the
Civil War even by the most experienced officers. When the rifled musket was introduced

in 1855, a new set of infantry tactics, Rifle and Light Infantry Tactics by Lieutenant
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Colonel William J. Hardee, was adopted by the War Department. This new infantry

tactical manual was supposed to modify the infantry tactical system to deal with the
greater firepower capabilities of the rifled musket. But other than simplifying some of the
drill procedures, the only thing that Hardee’s manual did toward that end was to quicken
the marching pace of battle formations from the old rate of 110 to 140 steps per minute to
a new rate of 165 to 180 steps per minute. The rationale was simple, using the faster
pace, infantry formations could cover ground more quickly while under fire, negating the
range advantage of the rifled musket. In theory, the faster pace would restore the
effectiveness of infantry shock action in battle. The reality would be very much
different.”

To complicate matters further, infantry on both sides in the early years of the Civil
War would be armed with a combination of muskets and rifled muskets. Even though
adopted in 1855, production of the new rifled musket did not begin at the national
armories at Springfield, Massachusetts and Harper’s Ferry, Virginia until 1857. Between
1857 and the outbreak of the war in 1861 only about 67,673 of the new arms were
produced, not nearly enough to arm the large armies being raised by both sides.

Consequently, many, if not most, of the regiments raised in 1861 and some raised in early

7 War Department, Adjutant General’s Office, General Orders No. 2, 28 February
1857, General Orders and Circulars of the War Department and Headquarters of the
Army, 1809-1860, Records of the Adjutant General’s Office, 1780’s to 1917, F808, R7,
M1094, RG 94. It is generally believed that Hardee’s manual replaced Scott’s. But the
decision of the War Department was that only those regiments actually armed with the
rifled musket and serving as light infantry should drill according to Hardee’s system.
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1862 had to be armed with muskets even though the rifled musket was the new standard.
The rearming of regiments that had been issued muskets in 1861 and 1862 would have to
await an increase in production of the new rifled arms, and would extend at least until late
1863. So within the infantry of the army corps of September 1862, there would be a mix
of muskets and rifled muskets. That mix would extend to the division and brigade level,

and, in some cases, even to the regimental level.'®

I

The second source of combat power in the army corps was the artillery battery, and
the combat power of the battery lay entirely in its fire. The basic field piece of the
artillery was operated by a crew of nine soldiers. It was loaded through the muzzle in
much the same way as the infantryman’s musket, with the powder charge and projectile
being rammed to the breech. Also like the musket, the field piece was a direct-fire
weapon, aimed by the gunner through the use of a front sight permanently affixed to the
muzzle of the gun, and a detachable rear sight that was set in place by the gunner for
aiming, but removed before the gun was fired. The gun was fired through the use of a
friction primer that was set in a vent at the breech of the gun that led to the main powder
charge. The gun had no recoil mechanism so it had to be repositioned and re-aimed after

each firing. A well drilled gun crew working rapidly was capable of loading and firing

18 Claud E. Fuller, The Rifled Musket (New York: Bonanza Books, 1958), 8-9. The
figure of 67,673 includes the production of rifled muskets, cadet rifled muskets, and
rifles, all of which were serviceable arms for the infantry.
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up to four rounds per minute. The normal sustained rate of fire, though, was two rounds
per minute.

Until 1860, all of the army’s field guns had been smoothbores. The standard field gun
was the Model 1857 Twelve-Pounder Gun-Howitzer, commonly called the Twelve-
Pounder Napoleon or just the Napoleon because it had been developed by the French
during the reign of Emperor Napoleon III. Its chief improvement over the previous
standard field gun, the Model 1841 Twelve-Pounder Gun, was that at 1,227 pounds, the
Napoleon was 530 pounds lighter than the Model 1841. Like all smoothbore field pieces,
the Napoleon was capable of firing four types of rounds. Solid shot, a solid iron ball, had
a range of 2000 yards and was used for battering down fortifications or against masses of
troops. Shell, which also had a range of 2000 yards, was a hollow cannon ball, filled with
eight ounces of gun powder. Spherical case shot, another hollow cannon ball, was filled
with seventy-six musket balls and a bursting charge, and had a range of 1500 yards. Both
shell and spherical case shot were intended for use against troop formations, but their
actual effect was often more moral than physical. To begin with, their explosive charges
were ‘relatively small. Second, both were exploded through the use of a time fuse—the
Borman Fuse—that had to be cut by the gunners before the round was loaded based on
the estimated time of flight of the projectile to the target. The fuse was ignited when the
gun was fired, and, if everything worked as it was supposed to, the round would explode
just as it reached the target. If the target was large and stationary, this system could work

well, but if the target was small, particularly in its lateral dimension, or moving as in
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oncoming infantry in line of battle, getting the round to explode at exactly the right
moment was problematic. Accuracy also was a problem when using shot, shell, or
spherical case shot since these rounds, like the musket ball, had to be smaller than the
bore of the gun to facilitate loading. The most effective round of the smoothbore guns, in
terms of producing casualties, was canister. The canister round was little more than a tin
can filled with twenty-seven cast iron shot that were about three times the size of a
musket ball. When the gun was fired, the tin container disintegrated, spreading the shot
as if it came from a giant shotgun. Canister was intended for use against troops, but,
although very deadly, its effective range was limited to 300 yards."

The first rifled field artillery piece was purchased by the army in 1860. During the
war, many different types of rifled field pieces were used by both sides. The benefits of
rifled guns over smoothbore guns were sjmilar to the benefits of the rifled musket over
the musket, greater range and accuracy. Rifled rounds were generally cylindrical and
there were several different methods used to expand a round so that it would engage the
rifling when the gun was fired. As with the smoothbore gun, rifle projectiles could be
solid, shell, or case shot. For the shell and case shot, there were two types of fuses,
percussion and time fuse. Both screwed into the nose of the projectile. The percussion
fuse depended on the impact of the round to set it off. But with the percussion fuse, the

round had to hit the target nose first, and the target itself—or the ground around it—had

¥ War Department, A Board of Artillery Officers, Instruction for Field Artillery
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1863), 8-9.
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to be hard enough to detonate the fuse. If the round did not strike nose first, or if it did
not strike a solid object, the round would not explode. If conditions in the area of the
target were unlikely to detonate a percussion fuse, then the time fuse could be used, but
the time fuse for the rifled guns had the same limitations as the time fuse used with the
smoothbore guns. There were also canister rounds for rifled guns, but because the bores
of the rifled guns were considerably smaller than those of the smoothbore guns, it was not
as effective as the canister round used in the smoothbores.

There was considerable debate during the Civil War concerning the usefulness of
rifled guns over smoothbores. While the rifled guns had greater range and accuracy,
terrain frequently offset this advantage. In wooded or hilly country, the gunners usually
could not fire on targets at longer ranges simply because they could not see them. In the
Civil War, there was no such thing as indirect fire against unseen targets. In battles at
shorter ranges, particularly within canister range, the smoothbore guns were clearly more
effective. For this reason, in organizing the Army of the Potomac, McClellan originally
intended that two-thirds of the artillery pieces should be Napoleons and one-third rifled,
because, as he wrote in his memoirs, “The country in which operations were to be
conducted was so obstructed by forests as to present few favorable opportunities for the
employment of long-range artillery.” But the nation’s capability for manufacturing rifled
guns that were made of iron proved to be much greater than its capability for
manufacturing Napoleons that were made of bronze. Because of this, McClellan recalled,

“When the army took the field [March 1862] less than one-third were Napoleon guns, and
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it was only during the reorganization for the Antictam campaign that it was possible to
approach the proportions originally fixed upon.”20

The standard field artillery battery was organized with six guns. For moving, the guns
were hooked to a limber, a single-axle carriage with an ammunition chest, that was pulled
by six horses harnessed together in tandem in pairs and controlled by drivers mounted on
the left horse of each pair. For each gun there was a caisson, another single-axle carriage
with two ammunition chests, a spare wheel, and a spare pole. Like the gun, the caisson
was hooked to a limber and pulled by six horses controlled by three drivers. In each
battery, there also was “a travelling forge, with smiths’ and armorers’ tools and stores, for
shoeing and ordinary repairs, and a battery wagon for stores, materiel, and the tools of the
carriage-maker, wheelwright, saddler, and harness-maker.” o

The battery was commanded by a captain, assisted by four lieutenants, eight non-
commissioned officers, twelve corporals who were the gunners and chiefs of caissons, six
artificers, two buglers, fifty-two drivers, and seventy cannoneers for a total compliment of
five officers and 150 enlisted men. A full strength battery was also to have 110 horses.
In mounted batteries that accompanied the infantry, the gun crews walked beside their

guns, but could, when swifter movement was necessary, ride on the ammunition chests.

In horse batteries that supported the cavalry, the cannoneers were all mounted on their

2 McClellan, McClellan’s Own Story, 117.
3 struction for Field Artillery, 2, 13. The amount of ammunition that could be

carried in each ammunition chest would vary according to the type of gun and the mix of
rounds carried. The figures given here are for the Napoleon.
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own horses. Since there were three ammunition chests for each gun, and each
ammunition chest held approximately thirty-two rounds, the battery could carry into
battle a basic load of 576 rounds, ninety-six rounds for each gun. 22

With so many men, horses, and carriages to be controlled and work together in battle,
the key to the effective tactical operation of a battery was drill. Three basic formations

were used: the order in battery, the order in line, and the order in column (figures 5 and

6). The order in battery was the firing formation, in which the guns were unlimbered, and

22 Instruction for Field Artillery, 4.
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ready to fire to the front. The order in line was essentially the same formation, except
that the guns were limbered and the battery was ready to move, especially to the front to
go into firing position. The order in column was the marching formation of the battery
used for moving the battery from place to place, and for bringing the battery into and
taking it out of action. As with the infantry drill, there were complex procedures in the
field artillery manuals for changing the position of the battery and for going from one
formation to another. These procedures were critical to the tactical operation of the
battery and worked well if the battery was thoroughly practiced—drilled—in their
execution. Every two guns with their caissons formed a section under the supervision of
one of the lieutenants. A battery could advance or retire by sections, a method that
insured several guns were always ready to fire during a movement, or the sections could
be assigned to fire against different targets.

When organizing the army in the autumn of 1861, McClellan had assigned four
batteries to each division. When army corps were organized in early 1862, the artillery of
the divisions became an asset of the corps. The corps commanders then had the option of
leaving the batteries assigned to the divisions under the direct control of the division
commanders, organizing them into a corps artillery reserve under the control of a corps
chief of artillery who reported directly to the corps commander, or a combination of both.
Leaving the batteries assigned to the divisions meant that the divisions would be
combined arms organizations, and division commanders would have the capability of

using their own artillery to support the division in combat. Organizing a corps artillery
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reserve meant that there would be batteries that could be used in general support of the
corps, or sent to the direct support of the divisions as the situation might dictate. The
existence of a corps artillery reserve and a corps chief of artillery provided the corps
commander great flexibility in the employment of that arm. Under this form of
organization, not only could batteries at the division level be reinforced or replaced by |
batteries from the corps reserve, but the divisional batteries also could be directed from
the corps level if the situation required central control or concentration.”

The adoption of the rifled musket had a considerable effect on how artillery could be
used in battle, compounding the dilemma already faced by the corps and division
commanders in “combining, disposing, and handling troops on the field of battle.” In the
age when infantry was armed entirely with muskets, artillery could be used to lead an
infantry attack. Batteries would be sent out ahead of the assaulting infantry columns to
go into firing positions between two hundred and three hundred yards from the enemy
infantry line. At this distance, the batteries would be beyond the effective range of the
enemy’s muskets, but within range for using the batteries’ most effective round, canister.
Firing canister and double canister, the batteries would attempt to create a gap in the
enemy infantry line. The friendly assaulting infantry columns would then move rapidly

through the batteries to charge with the bayonet and finish the job, while the fire of the

batteries was shifted to protect the flanks of the infantry columns.”*

B OR 5, 67.

2 Mahan, Outpost, 32.
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When infantry was armed with the rifled musket, however, artillery batteries could no
longer be sent out ahead of an attack to set up within canister range of the enemy because
in doing so they would be well within the effective range of the enemy’s rifled muskets,
and all of the batteries’ men and horses would likely be shot down before the guns could
be unlimbered to fire. Therefore, during the Civil War, artillery was limited to supporting
infantry attacks with long-range ammunition that was not nearly as effective as canister.

In a defensive situation, artillery batteries were still very deadly if they were closely
supported by infantry either on line with the batteries or directly behind them. In this
kind of a situation, assaulting enemy infantry would be forced to attempt to capture the
batteries as part of the attack. Protected from capture by their own infantry, the batteries
could stay in position until the enemy’s columns were within three hundred yards and

then break the final assault with canister and double canister.

v
In the era of the musket, cavalry had a very important battlefield role, and in
Napoleon Bonaparte’s original concept of the corps as a combined arms unit a division of
cavalry was included. In the battles of that era, heavy cavalry would closely follow the
infantry in the attack, and through the shock action of its massed charge with saber or
lance complete the destruction of the enemy after his infantry formations had been broken

by artillery and an infantry bayonet charge. With the enemy’s army routed, light cavalry
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would be sent in pursuit of the fleeing enemy soldiers to insure their complete dispersal
and to prevent them from reforming.

In forming the original corps of the Army of the Potomac, McClellan initially
followed Napoleon’s principle of combined arms by giving each corps commander one or
more regiments of cavalry. Cavalry, however, would quickly prove to be almost useless
on the Civil War battlefield because the firepower of infantry armed with the rifled
musket would be capable of destroying cavalry formations at great distances, well before
the shock action of those formations could be effective. During the Civil War, the
mission of the cavalry became one of conducting reconnaissance and screening the
movements of the army. For this purpose, control of the cavalry was better left at army
level, and McClellan would quickly withdraw almost all cavalry regiments from the army

corps and reorganize them in cavalry brigades, divisions, and, eventually, a cavalry corps.

v
As pointed out by Jomini, the army corps was a small army in itself. If organized
archetypically with three divisions of three brigades each, each brigade with three
regiments of infantry and supported by one artillery battery for each brigade, the strength
of the corps would be on the order of thirty thousand infantry and nine artillery batteries.
In the domain of grand tactics, the corps commander would have to direct the corps as a
combat organization in which the regiments would have to work together as brigades, the

brigades together as divisions, and the divisions together as a corps with the artillery
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batteries supporting the whole. Effectiveness would depend on how well the corps
commander could make timely decisions, communicate those decisions to the division
and brigade commanders, and supervise and motivate their subordinate officers and
soldiers in carrying out those decisions. No single commander, no matter how able,
skilled, or competent, could hope to carry out this function alone. The corps commander,
as well as his subordinate division, brigade, and regimental commanders required a well
organized staff of officers to assist them in the completion of their duties.

It was the staff officers of the corps who attended to the details of administration, and
generally saw to it that the regulations and directives of the War Department and the army
commander, as well as the directives and orders of their own commander were carried
out. While on the march and particularly during a battle, the staff officers carried the
orders of their commander to subordinate commanders, and reported back to him
concerning the command’s situation. In an era that lacked any other means of mechanical
communication for controlling large units, the staff officers were the primary
communications system of their command. As such, staff officers exercised a great deal
of authority and could use that authority to issue orders to subordinate commanders in the
name of their commander that, even in the heat of battle, had to be obeyed.

In 1862, the United States was well behind the major European nations in the
developing the concepts of staff organization. Within the United States Army there was
no established corps of trained staff officers as in the French, Prussian, and British

armies. Various Congressional acts provided for staff departments at the War
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Department level consisting of a number of officers assigned to supervise functional
bureaus called departments. These included the Adjutant General, the Inspector General,
the Quartermaster General, the Commissary General of Subsistence, the Surgeon General,
the Pay Department, the Chief of Ordnance, and the Chief of Engineers. In addition, each
general officer was authorized by law a certain number of aides-de-camp, the number
depending on rank. Beyond this, no permanent staffs existed other than at the regimental
level, since the pre-war army had no brigades, divisions, or corps. In a letter to Simon
Cameron on 15 November 1861, McClellan pointed out that, “One of our chief
difficulties consists in the scarcity of instructed staff officers.” He went on to comment,
“it is simply impossible to improvise staff officers—mere intelligence & courage will not
answer—a good military education is absolutely necessary.” McClellan then
recommended that the curriculum of the Military Academy at West Point be temporarily
modified to produce trained staff officers, and that a separate temporary school for
training staff officers be established. Neither recommendation was adopted, so
commanders at all levels had to continue to “improvise” by finding and relying on men of
“mere intelligence & courage” in forming their staffs. In addition, the organization of
staffs to assist Civil War commanders in the field was left to their own judgment. Some
commanders opted for no staff other than a few aides, while others organized staffs that

were more extensive, practical, and functional. 25

» Herman Hattaway and Archer Jones, How the North Won: A Military History of the
Civil War (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1983), 104-7; Craighill, 48-51;
McClellan, Civil War Papers, 134.
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In building the Army of the Potomac, McClellan improvised what was undoubtedly

the most extensive staff that any American field army had ever had. It included a chief of
staff—the first time that such a position had been officially designated in an American
army—a chief of artillery, an inspector general’s department, an engineer department, a
topographical engineer department, a medical department, a quartermaster department, a
subsistence department, an ordnance department, a provost-marshal’s department, a staff
judge-advocate department, a signal corps, a telegraphic section, a commandant of
general headquarters, and a large number of aides-de-camp. This extensive staff
organization frequently inspired the corps commanders and division commanders to
organize their staffs along similar lines, though the exact organization and arrangement
varied from corps commander to corps commander. In this way, they could insure that
functional directives emanating from the army commander’s staff in his name were

. . . . 26
carried out in a seamless fashion throughout their own commands.

VI
In addition to the operational domains of strategy, grand tactics, and minor tactics,
Jomini, Mahan, and Halleck also included the functional domain of logistics as absolutely
necessary for the successful operations of an army and the conduct of a campaign. Jomini

defined logistics by calling it “the art of moving armies,” and included within its scope

% OR 5, 22-31; Hattaway, 107.
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“the orders and details of marches and camps, and of quartering and supplying troops.”
Halleck defined logistics in the same way, and wrote that it included “the preparation of
all the necessary materials for fitting out troops for a campaign and for putting them in
motion; the regulating of marches, convoys, the means of transportation for provisions,
hospitals, munitions, and supplies of all kinds; the preparation and protection of
magazines; the laying out of camps and cantonments; in fine, every thing connected with
preparing, moving, and guarding the impedimenta of an army.” Just as with the domains
of strategy, grand tactics, and tactics, many of the tasks assigned to the domain of
logistics were clearly the responsibility of the field army commander. The majority of the
tasks, however, would be accomplished within the army corps, and were, therefore, the
responsibility of the corps commander.”’

Unlike the development of combat power, which was achieved through the proper
management and tactical employment of infantry regiments and artillery batteries, corps
logistical support was achieved through a complex system of staff supervision and
management of specific physical assets assigned to the corps for that purpose. Proper
logistical support could be realized only when staff officers at the regimental, brigade,
division, and corps levels coordinated their efforts among themselves and with the staff at
the army and War Department levels. Within the corps there were two specific logistical
responsibilities that had to be attended to while on campaign: supply and resupply, and

medical evacuation and treatment.

7 Jomini, 69, 252; Halleck, $8.
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Supply and resupply while on campaign basically involved seeing that the soldiers of
the corps were issued rations on a regular basis, and that they were kept supplied with
ammunition. In addition, a supply of fodder was required to feed its large number of
horses and mules. The primary responsibility for supply fell to the chief quartermaster on
the corps staff and the quartermasters on the division, brigade, and regimental staffs. On
some corps and division staffs, the responsibility was shared with commissary staff
officers who specialized in overseeing the supply and distribution of rations, and
ordnance officers who tended to the ammunition supply. Staff officers at the corps level,
however, were not responsible for developing sources of supplies. Their job involved
calling for, collecting, verifying, and consolidating requisitions from within the corps that
were then forwarded or carried to the proper staff officer at the army level or taken
directly to a depot to pick up what was needed. The main problem that the corps staff
officers responsible for the supply and resupply faced during a campaign was one of
transportation, because the corps’ capability for carrying supplies was extremely limited.

In the transportation equation there were two elements, the individual soldier and the
corps trains. The individual soldier was supposed to carry much of what he would
require to sustain himself throughout the duration of the campaign. In addition to the
uniform that he wore and the weapon that he carried, a soldier was expected to carry up to
sixty rounds of ammunition, a canteen of water, extra clothing such as a spare shirt, a
spare pair of drawers, spare socks, an extra pair of shoes, mess articles such as a tin plate,

tin cup, tin knife and fork, blanket, rubber blanket, one half of a shelter tent, and an
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overcoat. The reality, however, was that on campaign the soldiers quickly learned to
carry as little as possible, and much of the “spare” clothing and equipment was soon
discarded or turned in to be carried as regimental baggage and reissued as the situation
might require. The soldier also could carry up to five days rations at one time in the form
of salt pork or bacon, hard bread, and coffee, thereby greatly reducing the frequency with
which rations had to be brought up and issued.

The corps trains consisted of army supply wagons that were used to haul everything
else that the corps would need. The standard army wagon was covered by canvas
stretched over hoops and drawn tight at the ends. Each wagon was drawn by either two
or three pairs of horses or mules driven by a hired civilian teamster, and could carry up to
approximately four tons of material. Just how far a wagon could move in one day
depended entirely on road conditions.”®

The corps trains were under the general direction of the corps quartermaster, and
usually operated under the direct command of officers assigned to the staff of the corps
quartermaster or the divisional quartermasters. Within the train, some wagons were
dedicated to carrying the baggage of specific units that would include tents, camp
equipment, some extra clothing, blankets, and weapons, and the officers’ baggage. Some
wagons carried the tents, equipment, and field records necessary to set up a unit

headquarters. The remaining wagons carried medical equipment and supplies,

2 OR Series 11 5, 243. The army would find that mules were the better choice for this
kind of work.
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ammunition, and forage and rations. All of these wagons might be consolidated into a
single train to follow behind the corps, or they could be separated out into divisional
trains if the divisions marched along separate routes. Trains were also organized
according to what they were carrying. Wagons that carried unit equipment and baggage
were considered baggage trains and these would continually move forward with the corps.
Supply trains consisted of the wagons that carried expendable items such as ammunition,
rations, and forage for animals. These trains would have to be sent back periodically to
the depots established by the army along the route of march in order to renew their
loads.”

Just how many wagons a corps or the army as a whole needed was always a matter of
great concern. Wagon trains could fill up roads for miles on end. If they were too large
or not properly managed they could slow the forward progress of the army or even inhibit
its ability to maneuver. For this reason, McClellan in General Orders 153 of 10 August
1862, established a limit to the number of wagons that each corps within the Army of the
Potomac could have. In addition to a corps supply train under the direction of the corps
quartermaster, each corps headquarters was authorized four wagons, each division and
brigade headquarters three, six for each infantry regiment, and three for each artillery
battery. The order reduced the amount of baggage that each corps would carry by

limiting the number of wall tents authorized and what could be included in an officer’s

% Russell F. Weigley, Quartermaster General of the Union Army: A Biography of
M.C. Meigs (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959), 269.
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baggage. The order also specified that those “wagons allowed to a regiment or battery
must carry nothing but forage for the teams, cooking utensils for the men, hospital stores,
small rations, and officer’s baggage.” One of the regimental wagons had to be used
exclusively for hospital stores, and grain for the horses of the regimental officers had to

be included in the load of the headquarters wagon.™

vil

Although included by Jomini, Mahan, and Halleck as a part of the domain of
logistics, one area of responsibility that increasingly demanded special attention was
medical service. The medical responsibilities of the corps commander on campaign
included the evacuation of wounded soldiers from the battlefield, the establishment of
corps hospitals for the treatment of their wounds, and the proper disposition of the
remains of those killed. Unlike the other operational and functional domains with which
the corps commander had to deal, the successful accomplishment of the corps’ medical
responsibilities required the direct involvement and supervision of medical professionals.
Within the corps, every infantry regiment had a surgeon, assistant surgeon, and a hospital
steward. Additional surgeons and stewards could be found on the brigade, division, and
corps staffs. All of these personnel worked under the supervision of the Corps Medical

Director.

O OR 11, pt. 3, 365-6.
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Within the Army of the Potomac, real direction of the medical effort, however, did
not originate at the corps level even if it had to be carried out there. Rather, it came from
the army level in the form of a new medical director of the Army of the Potomac,
Jonathan Letterman. Letterman was a career army surgeon who took up his duties on 4
July 1862 while the Army of the Potomac was taking position at Harrison’s Landing. On
his arrival, Letterman noted, ‘““The nature of the military operations unavoidably placed
the medical department, when the army reached this point, in a condition far from being
satisfactory.” Letterman immediately set about to remedy the problem that he saw as
being three fold: the troops were exhausted and suffering needlessly from diseases that
could be easily prevented, medical supplies had been largely exhausted or abandoned
during the recent Seven Days battles, and the organization of the medical assets of the
army, especially of the ambulance service, was not as effective as it could be.”!

The problem of exhaustion and disease Letterman attacked quickly, putting the
emphasis for correction at the corps level. Through the publication of General Orders
No. 139 on 11 July, he made it the responsibility of each corps medical director to “detail
daily an officer from the reserve corps of surgeons of each division, whose duty it will be
minutely to inspect the police and sanitary condition of the Division.” At the end of his
tour of duty, the officer was required to submit a written report to the corps medical
director, who, in turn, would submit a weekly report to Letterman. Any violations of the

rules of camp police and sanitation, however, were to be reported immediately to the

TOR 11, pt. 1, 210-1.
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corps commander for correction, and the order specified that, “Commanders of corps will
afford every facility to medical officers in the performance of these duties.” Letterman’s
effort to improve the health of the army continued with a letter of recommendation on
camp procedures and sanitation to McClellan on 18 July. Among other measures, he
called for the issue of fresh rations, especially fresh vegetables and bread, the
development of new sources of fresh water, the careful regulation of the amount of
exercise and sleep that the soldiers were getting, and strict rules of camp sanitation.
These recommendations were accepted by McClellan and published to the army as
General Orders No. 150 that “enjoined upon corps and other commanders to see that they
[the orders] are fully carried out.”*?

The problem of the lack of medical supplies and equipment had to be solved largely at
the army level. The corps medical directors were required to monitor the status of
medical supplies and equipment and to report deficiencies to Letterman. It then became
his responsibility to procure what was needed and supervise its distribution to the corps.
Procurement of medical supplies and equipment normally meant requisitioning through
the War Department Surgeon General, which Letterman did not hesitate to do, but he was
also given the extraordinary authority by the Surgeon General “to call directly upon the
Medical Purveyors at New York, Philadelphia, and Washington, for all that I considered

necessary.” Ultimately, Letterman was able to report that, ““While the army remained at

this place [Harrison’s Landing] supplies of every kind appertaining to the medical

2 0OR 11, pt. 1, 212-3; pt. 3, 316-7, 349-50.
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department were abundant and large amounts were issued; as it was found necessary to
resupply almost the entire army.’™>

To improve the efficiency of the army’s medical department, Letterman reformed
procedures for the establishment of hospitals, and created a new organization for the
employment of ambulances. Traditionally, treatment of the sick and wounded had been
accomplished at the regimental level in hospitals established by the regimental surgeon
and his assistants. If the army was encamped and the medical case load relatively light,
this system was efficient enough because it provided medical care for the soldier at the
lowest possible level, and kept the soldier with his regiment so that he could be returned
to duty as quickly as possible. On campaign, however, when case loads reached
staggering proportions because of harsh conditions and combat, the system of regimental
hospitals often broke down and did not make effective use of medical personnel and
equipment found at higher levels. Accordingly, Letterman began to place more and more
of the responsibility for medical care and treatment, and for the establishment of hospitals
on the corps and divisional medical directors.**
This trend was initially evident in Letterman’s organization of an ambulance corps.

Under this plan, published as Army of the Potomac Special Orders No. 147 on 2 August

1862, the corps medical director would have overall responsibility for the ambulance

3 Jonathan Letterman, Medical Recollections of the Army of the Potomac (New York:
D. Appleton and Company, 1866), 17; OR 11, pt. 1, 213-4.
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corps and the process for evacuating the corps’ wounded during a battle. A captain was
to be appointed to command all of the ambulances and ambulance personnel within the
corps, assisted by a first lieutenant for each division, a second lieutenant for each brigade,
and a sergeant for each regiment. Within the ambulance corps there would be one
transport cart—a two wheeled ambulance—two two-horse ambulances and one four-
horse ambulance for each regiment, a two-horse ambulance for each battery, and two two-
horse ambulances for the corps headquarters and each of the division and brigade
headquarters. Each transport cart was to be manned by a driver, and each ambulance—
two horse or four-horse—by a driver and two attendants. All personnel of the ambulance
corps were to be selected from within the corps by the corps commander, the officers

particularly to be “active and efficient” individuals. 3

VI
Given the extent and the scope of all that was to be accomplished within the corps
d’armée, it quickly became the primary operational organization of the Civil War. While
corps commanders took no responsibility for the domain of strategy other than offering
advice and council to the army commander when asked, they were fully responsible
through the direction of their corps for the accomplishment of the strategic plans

developed by the field army commander. Jomini defined the difference between the

34 George W. Adams, Doctors in Blue, The Medical History of the Union Army in the
Civil War (New York: Henry Schuman, 1952), 63, 67; Letterman, 39.
3 OR 11, pt. 1, 217-9; Letterman, 24-30.
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domain of strategy and the domain of grand tactics as the difference between conducting
a war on a map and actually fighting it upon the ground. While field army commanders
were never too far removed from combat, it was the corps and division commanders who
directed the fighting. As such they were the battle captains, and no campaign or battle of
the war can be understood without considering the corps level of command, for it
determined the effectiveness, the success or failure, of the army during a campaign or
battle.”

As the battle captains, it was the corps and division commanders who had to deal the
tactical dilemma of the war, the highly accurate, long range fire of the rifled musket. No
experience with this new weapon had prepared them for this role, and no theorists had
suggested any adjustment in tactics to deal with it. Exactly how infantry and artillery
would be used on the battlefield under the new circumstances would have to be worked
out on campaign and on the battlefield by each corps’ senior commanders.

The corps and division commanders would also be the ones to deal first hand with
another phenomena of the war, the volunteer soldier. The Constitution of the United
States gave to Congress the authority to declare war, and to raise the armies necessary to
fight those wars by “calling forth the militia.” The Constitution, though, left with the

states the authority for appointing the officers of the militia, “and the authority of training

% Jomini, 69; Dennis Hart Mahan, An Elementary Treatise on Advanced-Guard, Out-
Post, and Detachment Service of Troops, and the Manner of Handling Them in Presence
of an Enemy, 2d ed. (New York: John Wiley, 1862), 32, hereinafter cited as Qutpost.
Halleck defined grand tactics as “the art of combining and conducting battles of all
descriptions.” See page 114.
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the militia according to the discipline prescribed by Congress.” Under these provisions,
the Congress had never deemed it fit or necessary to maintain a large standing army. The
regulér army of the United States at the beginning of the war numbered only 1,105
officers and 15,259 enlisted soldiers and was little more than a frontier constabulary.
Accordingly, the North and the South would have to rely on regiments and batteries of
volunteers that were raised by the states in response to calls issued by their respective
national governments. In these armies of unprecedented size, relying on untested
technology, and demanding increased professionalism, the principal reliance would be
placed on untrained volunteer officers and soldiers.”

The officers of the regular army, who would quickly become the corps and division
commanders, had little experience leading volunteers, and what experience they did have
had not been good. Volunteer regiments had been raised for the Mexican War, but for the
most part they had proven less than adequate, and the greater reliance on campaign and in
battle was on the regular regiments and batteries. For the North, the experience of First
Bull Run had further demonstrated that volunteers could not be relied upon. After Bull
Run, however, the senior officers had to face the reality of a long war, and a war that
would primarily be fought by armies made up of hundreds of thousands of volunteers.

It was under these conditions that George B. McClellan began assembling the corps of
the Army of the Potomac and the Army of Virginia in Mafyland in September 1862 for

what would prove to be one of the most critical campaigns of the war.

TyUs. Constitution, art 1, sec. 8; Hattaway, 9.
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CHAPTER 3
THE SECOND ARMY CORPS
1

Of the two army corps that formed the line of battle north of Rockville, Maryland on
the sixth of September 1862, the stronger in terms of numbers, experience, fitness, ability
and command was unquestionably the corps under Major General Edwin V. Sumner, the
Second Army Corps of the Army of the Potomac. This corps was one of the original
army corps created in response to President Lincoln’s General War Order Number 2 on 8
March 1862, and at that time was commanded by then Brigadier General Sumner.
According to the order, the corps was to consist of Sumner’s own division, which would
henceforth be commanded by Brigadier General Israel B. Richardson, as well as the
divisions of Brigadier Generals Louis Blenker, and John Sedgwick. Although established
by the Army of the Potomac general order of 13 March, the corps would not actually
come together as a unit until mid-May 1862, well after the army had moved to the
Peninsula and begun its drive on Richmond. Even then, it would never be joined by
Blenker’s division for in late March that unit had been reassigned to Major General John

Charles Frémont’s Mountain Department in western Virginia. :

"' War Department, War of the Rebellion: The Official Records of the Union and
Confederate Armies, 71 vols. (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1881-1901),

series I, vol. 5, 18, 50, hereinafter cited as OR, all references are to Series I unless
96
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In its two-division configuration, the Second Army Corps would fight with distinction
throughout the Peninsular Campaign. When Confederate commander General Joseph E.
Johnston attacked the exposed Fourth Army Corps of the Army of the Potomac near Fair
Oaks Station and Seven Pines on 31 May, it was the Second Corps that forced its way
across the suddenly rain swollen Chickahominy River to come to the rescue. A month
later when the Federal army was attacked by the new Confederate commander, General
Robert E. Lee, in a series of battles that would come to be known as the Seven Days, the
Second Corps assisted the Army of the Potomac’s withdrawal to the James River by
checking the Confederate advance at Savage Station on 29 June, and then withdrawing in
good order to repeat that performance at White Oak Swamp and at Frayser’s Farm on the
thirtieth. The Second Corps was again in the line of battle on Malvern Hill with the rest
of the army on the first of July though none of the disastrous Confederate attacks of that
day came within its sector.

On the second of July, the Army of the Potomac and the Second Corps withdrew from
Malvern Hill to Harrison’s Landing on the James River, where they remained until early
August, when the new General-in-Chief, Henry Halleck, ordered the Army of the
Potomac back to northern Virginia to combine with Pope’s Army of Virginia for a new

drive on Richmond. In the withdrawal of the Army of the Potomac back down the

otherwise noted; George B. McClellan, McClellan’s Own Story (New York: Charles &
Company, 1887), 222; Francis A. Walker, History of the Second Army Corps in the Army
of the Potomac (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1887; reprint, Gaithersburg, MD:
Olde Soldier Books, n.d.), 5.
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Peninsula to Hampton Roads, the Second Army Corps acted as the rear guard with the
last of its units leaving Harrison’s Landing on 16 August. By 20 August the corps was at
Yorktown from which it was ordered to march to Newport News to embark on transports
for the trip up the Chesapeake and the Potomac.’

The corps began landing at Aquia Creek on 26 August with orders to march to
Falmouth and then north and west along the Rappahnannock River to connect with the
left of Pope’s army, which was then confronting Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia across
the upper reaches of the river from Kelly’s Ford to White Sulfur Springs. But by that
time, Pope’s situation on the upper Rappahannock was changing rapidly. Between 24
and 26 August the command of Stonewall Jackson marched north from White Sulfur
Springs through Thoroughfare Gap, completely turning Pope’s right flank and breaking
his line of communications—the Orange and Alexandria Railroad—at Bristoe Station and
Manassas Junction. As the Second Corps was landing and beginning its move toward
Fredericksburg, Pope was turning away from the Rappahannock to pursue Jackson.
Accordingly, late on the afternoon of 27 August, the Second Corps was ordered back to
Aquia Creek to reembark for Alexandria.’

The corps began arriving at Alexandria on the twenty-eighth, and marched two miles

west of the town making camp for the night along the Little River Turnpike, although

20R 12, pt. 3, 590, 607; Congress, Senate, Joint Committee on the Conduct of the
War, Report of the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War, 3 pts., 37th Cong., 3rd
sess., 1863, Rep. Com. 108, pt. 1, 365-6.
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several regiments were sent to forts in the vicinity of the Chain Bridge about ten miles
north of Alexandria. On the afternoon of the twenty-ninth, the corps was ordered to take
position across the Potomac from Georgetown, and accordingly made a march of
approximately ten miles during the night of 29-30 August. No sooner had the corps
reached this new position, however, than it was ordered to march with all possible speed
via Fairfax Court House to reinforce General Pope who was thought to be in the vicinity
of Manassas Junction. The corps was on the road again by 2:30 p.m. that afternoon and
by the evening of 31 August was within three miles of Centreville, completing that
twenty-mile march in about twenty-four hours.*

Following his defeat at Manassas on the thirtieth, Pope had withdrawn to a position
around Centreville. As the Second Corps arrived there on the morning of the first of
September, it was sent out to take position on Pope’s right, north of the town. With the
exception of one brigade, which was sent on a reconnaissance toward Chantilly, the corps
remained in position during the day and then withdrew to Fairfax Court House as the rear
guard of Pope’s army during the night of 1 to 2 September. At Fairfax, the corps went
into position during the day north of that town on Flint Hill. During the night of 2 to 3
September, the withdrawal of Pope’s army to the defenses of Washington continued with
the Second Corps again acting as its rear guard. By the morning of the third, after only

some light skirmishing with the enemy, the corps reached the vicinity of the Chain Bridge

“OR 11, pt. 1, 97-8; 12, pt. 3, 706, 745, 747-8; Joint Committee on the Conduct of the
War, pt. 1, 366-7; McClellan, McClellan’s Own Story, 514.
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where the troops were able to get a few hours rest. But, no sooner had the corps arrived
at the bridge than it received further orders to cross the Potomac, and to advance to
Tennallytown and take up a position to defend the capital district from the impending

attack from the north.’

I
As the Second Army Corps entered into the Maryland Campaign in September 1862
(figure 7), its commander was among the most experienced and competent career officers
in the regular army. Born in Boston in January 1797, Sumner was sixty-five in 1862, the
oldest active general officer in the Federal army. Commissioned directly into the 2nd
Infantry Regiment in 1819, his career spanned forty-three years of continuous active

service. In 1833, he was appointed captain in the newly formed 1st Dragoons and

> OR 12, pt. 2, 44, 81, 82; Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War, pt. 1, 367.
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Figure 7: Organization of the Second Army Corps, 6 September 1862.

thereafter until the beginning of the Civil War almost all of his service would be with the
mounted arm and on the western frontier.

As the war with Mexico began in 1846, Sumner was promoted to the rank of major in
the 2nd Dragoons. In January 1847, as Major General Winfield Scott was assembling an
army to invade Mexico through Vera Cruz and capture Mexico City, he selected Sumner
over William S. Harney, the colonel of the 2nd Dragoons, to command the regular cavalry

of the expedition as the “much safer and more efficient commander.” Harney appealed
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the decision and was eventually given command of the cavalry, but Scott compensated
Sumner with command of a new regiment of mounted rifles. Throughout the expedition
to Mexico City, Sumner distinguished himself as not only a brave officer, but as a
competent and skillful leader. For his distinguished service in the Mexican War, Sumner
received brevet promotions to lieutenant colonel and colonel.®

After the war, Sumner returned to frontier service and in 1848 received a regular
promotion to licutenant colonel of the 1st Dragoons. In April 1851, he was selected by
the Secretary of War to command the military department of New Mexico to respond to
raids by bands of Navajo. Sumner quickly established military posts closer to the Navajo
strongholds to interdict further incursions, concluded an agreement with them, and even
provided them with agricultural supplies and equipment. Sumner’s efforts were
successful enough that the Secretary of War was able to report to Congress in his Annual
Message for 1852 that Sumner “has not only succeeded in arresting the incursions of the

Indians within his command, but has greatly reduced its expenditum;—:s.”7

® House, Messages of the President and Correspondence Relative to the Mexican
War, 30th Cong., 1st sess., 1848, Executive Document No. 8, Serial No. 515, 266, 276,
394, 400; House, Correspondence between the Secretary of War and Generals Scott and
Taylor, and between General Scott and Mr. Trist, 30th Cong., 1st sess., 1848, Executive
Document No. 56, Serial No. 518, 44, 56; Justin H. Smith, The War with Mexico, 2 vols.
(New York: MacMillan Company, 1919; reprint, Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1963),
2:350.

7 Senate, Report of the Secretary of War, 1851, 32nd Cong., 1st sess., 1851, Executive
Document No. 1, Serial No. 611, 106, 125-6; Senate, Report of the Secretary of War,
1852, 32nd Cong., 2nd sess., 1852, Executive Document No. 1, Serial No. 659, 3-4;
Clifford E. Trafzer, “Politicos and Navajos,” Journal of the West 13 (1974): 13.
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In 1855, Sumner was promoted to colonel of the newly organized 1st Cavalry with
headquarters at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas Territory. In this position, Sumner
commanded the only national military force available in 1855 and 1856 to help keep the
peace during the crisis of “Bleeding Kansas.” Despite his personal opposition to slavery,
he did much to quell the violence and preserve order by cooperating with and supporting
the territorial governor, and by dispersing armed bands of both sides. In 1857, Sumner
led a force that consisted of infantry, cavalry, and artillery west from Fort Leavenworth to
“punish” a band of Cheyenne for a massacre of settlers in the fall of 1856. The campaign
lasted four months taking Sumner’s multiple columns as far west as Fort Laramie and the
upper reaches of the Arkansas River in what is now Colorado before finally confronting,
defeating, and dispersing a much superior force of Cheyenne at Solomon’s Fork on the
Kansas River in July 1857. Of this campaign, Percival G. Lowe, who had charge of the
expedition’s transportation, wrote, "He did the best that an earnest preserving commander
could do, . . . and I think that the general verdict of his command was that he did well,
and that is the highest court by which a man can be tried.”®

In 1858, Sumner was made commander of the Department of the West at St. Louis, a
position that he held until February 1861 when General-in-Chief Winfield Scott ordered
him to Illinois to take personal charge of providing security for President-elect Abraham

Lincoln as he made the trip east to Washington for his inauguration. A few days later on

8 Percival Green Lowe, Five Years a Dragoon and Other Adventures on the Great
Plains (Kansas City, MO: F. Hudson Publishing Co., 1906; reprint, Norman, OK;
University of Oklahoma Press, 1965), 185, 228.
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16 March, Sumner was promoted to the rank of brigadier general making him one of the
senior officers of the regular army. Scott then gave Sumner orders to go at once to
California to take over command of the Department of the Pacific from Brevet Brigadier
General Albert Sidney Johnston whose loyalty to the Union was suspect because of his
southern background. Sumner arrived at San Francisco on 24 April and reported that the
command “was turned over to me in good order.” As he had done in Kansas in 1855 and
1856, Sumner worked closely with civilian authorities in California and used his military
forces judiciously and unpretentiously in maintaining order, helping to insure that
California remained in the Union. With the situation secure, Sumner was recalled to
Washington in late October and assigned to command of a division in the Army of the
Potomac, and then to the command of the Second Corps upon its creation in March
1862.°

As a corps commander, Sumner was demanding and a stickler for military discipline,
process, and procedure. He was the consummate professional officer given the task of
creating a first class combat organization from the raw material of volunteers. An officer
of the Irish Brigade remembered Sumner as "an accomplished soldier of more than forty
years' experience: cool, thoroughly trained, and competent for all the emergencies of
war." The soldiers of the Second Corps would come to call him “Old Bull,” a nickname

that carried over from the old army. This sobriquet was derived from his great booming

® OR 50, pt. 1, 456, 472.
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voice that, it was said, could be heard clearly from one end of a regiment to the other even
in the thunder of combat. Another story, though, had it that the byname was "Bull-Head"
and resulted from a rumor that a musket ball had been seen to bounce off of his head
without doing noticeable damage. What the soldiers would remember most about
Sumner, though, was that he was a fighting general who would not hesitate to commit
himself and his command to battle when he believed it was necessary. Among them it
was said that when commanders like McClellan went to the front there would be no battle
that day, but when "Old Man Sumner goes to the front, look out for a fight."]0

George B. McClellan, as Sumner's immediate superior, recognized the value of that
general’s soldierly qualities, but was not always happy with Sumner because of his
reputation for impetuousness in battle. After a rear guard action at Williamsburg,
Virginia on 5 May 1862 that was directed by Sumner, McClellan wrote his wife, "Sumner
had proved that he was even a greater fool than I had supposed & had come within an ace
of having us defeated.” But McClellan's tune changed after the Battle of Fair Oaks,
during which he sent orders for the general to go to the aid of the Fourth Corps. Army
engineers, however, told Sumner that the bridges over the Chickahominy, which he had

constructed for just such an eventuality, were so severely damaged by a flood from rains

the night before that a crossing was impossible. "Impossible!" Sumner roared. "I tell you

“p.p. Conyngham, The Irish Brigade and Its Campaigns (Boston: Patrick Donahoe,
1869; reprint, Gaithersburg, MD: Ron R. Van Sickle Military Books, 1987), 105;
Frederick L. Hitchcock, War from the Inside: The Story of the 132nd Regiment
Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry in the War for the Suppression of the Rebellion, 1862-
1863 (Philadelphia, J.B. Lippincott, 1904; reprint, Alexandria, VA, Time-Life Books,
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