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   To say that every engagement, battle, 

operation, and campaign contributed to the 
training of both military and political leaders 

during the War Between the States is not trite.  
Stoft and Heller lay out the precedent of how 
Americans have learned the hard way through 

their experiences on the battlefields in 
“America’s First Battles: 1776-1965”.  
Because the US Army lacked an 

institutionalized military education system, 
every war started with a very steep learning 

curve.  It was almost 20 years after the 
beginning of the War Between the States that 
a formal Army education system was 

instituted and even that system was severely 
deficient until the Root Reforms of the 20th 

Century. 
    From colonial times in the early 1600s 
until 1861, American military and politicians 

learned primarily by doing.  Written military 
manuals were rare and those who were 

trained had been understudies serving in military units, primarily militia.  

Military educational institutions were not established until 1802 with the 
foundation of the US Military Academy at West Point.  Politicians were largely 

educated with a disproportionate number of lawyers representing their ranks.  
There were no civil service schools and no systems to train politicians.  They 
learned by doing. 

   Unfortunately, many people today tend to use “presentism” to evaluate and 
analyze the people and institutions in the past.  For example, many authors and 

historians make much of officers educated at the US Military Academy, West 
Point as if there is a direct correlation to the officer graduates of today.  The fact 
is that the US Military Academy today is nothing like the Military Academy of the 

1800s.  The Military Academy originally was begun strictly to produce trained 
engineers.  Cadets could be branched into the other arms such as the mounted 
services of cavalry and field artillery and the infantry, however, the focus was on 

creating engineers.  Today, it is a liberal arts school but has extensive tactical-
level and leadership training. 

Principle Military Leader 

Battle Experience prior to 

Civil War 

• First Seminole War (1817–

1818) 

• Texas–Indian Wars (1820–

1875) 

• Arikara War (1823) 

Winnebago War (1827) 

• Black Hawk War (1832) 

• Texas Revolution (1835–

1836) 

• Second Seminole War 

(1835–1842) 

• Mexican–American War 

(1846–1848) 

• Missouri/Kansas Border 

(1855-1861) 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Hawk_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Texas_Revolution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Seminole_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mexican%E2%80%93American_War


   What the cadets received in terms of military training was very low-level 
tactical training to equip them to be company officers.  The Corps of Cadets was 

no larger than a small battalion before 1861 meaning that nothing higher than 
battalion drill could be taught by application.  Officers leaving the Academy were 

proficient in soldier skills and company-level drill.  Because the Army was only 
16,000 men strong at the beginning of the war and spread around the country 
primarily in company-sized garrisons, this training sufficed.   Except for the War 

of 1812 and the Mexican-American War, large bodies of troops never had 
occasion to maneuver on the battlefield.  When the armies did fight in large 
formations in the War of 1812 and Mexican-American War, large formations were 

quickly drilled and committed.  Most battles were very small and commanders 
could actually see all their units on the battlefield. 

   What this all meant is that most American soldiers with any prior combat 
experience had very limited experience participating in large formations.  By the 
time of the War Between the States, officers who had served in the Mexican-

American War served mostly at the company level.  This was the lowest tactical 
level.  Very few had operational-level (Division/Battalion) experience.  None had 

strategic-level experience. 
  


