
All Roads Lead to Richmond 

 

Part 1: Down the Valley 

 

“Whatever movement you make against Banks do it speedily, and if successful, drive him back towards the 

Potomac, and create the impression as far as practicable that you design threatening that line.” 

General Lee in a communication to General Jackson, May 16, 1862 

 

To understand its purpose and significance, the Valley Campaign must be put into context with the 

Peninsula Campaign.  In good Jominian fashion, Richmond had been Maj. General Irvin McDowell’s 

ultimate objective in the spring of 1861 — take the enemy capital and the war will stop.  It started out as 

a halting advance that ended in failure at Manassas on July 21, 1861.  President Abraham Lincoln then 

called from Ohio Maj. General George B. McClellan to reorganize the Union’s eastern army and prepare 

a second try.  Richmond, again, would be the target.  All roads led to Richmond. 

 

McClellan spent the fall and winter organizing the Union Army of the Potomac (AoP) with the ultimate 

goal of conducting a grand campaign from Washington to Richmond.  McClellan was an excellent 

administrator and organizer but slow to engage; moreover, he was arrogant, self-centered, and 

contemptuous of the President.  He considered and rejected various plans, always wanting more 

supplies and men based on inflated estimates (due in large part to erroneous intelligence reports) of 

Confederate strength opposing him – delays that exasperated the President.  The campaign finally 

adopted, once President Lincoln spurred McClellan to move, became known as the Peninsula Campaign.  

It was cleverly designed if unskillfully executed.  Union efforts in the Valley started as little more than an 

adjunct to the bigger operation aimed at Richmond, but Jackson’s consummate skill turned Union 

intentions on their head.  

 

My purpose is threefold—   

1. Introduce Jackson’s military and leadership skills, which we will round out in future articles.   

2. Describe President Abraham Lincoln’s early war management style on the outcome in the 

Valley.   

3. Set the strategic stage for a dive into the Peninsula Campaign.   

 

Let’s start with military historian Justin Johnson’s question, “Why is it called the Valley Campaign and 

why is the Valley important?”1  The short answer is that the Valley was among the most strategic 

geographic features of Virginia, of great strategic importance to all operations in the Eastern Theater 

well into 1864.  The watershed of the Shenandoah River passes between the Blue Ridge Mountains to 

the east and the Allegheny Mountains to the west.  The Valley extends some 140 miles southwest from 

the Potomac River at Harpers Ferry (in Jefferson County, West Virginia) to Salem (in Roanoke County, 

Virginia), at an average width of about 25 miles.2  It features a mild temperate climate that can get 

rather hot and muggy (averaging 63% humidity) in June-August of the year.  And with an average of 

some 3 inches of rain per month, summer rains and storms often wreaked havoc with its roads during 

this campaign, most of which, outside of major towns, were unimproved.  The rivers were frequently 



crossed by wooden bridges, which were easily destroyed.  All of this had a telling effect on marches and 

combat. 

 

By convention, the Upper Valley refers to the southwestern end, which had a had a generally higher 

elevation, and the Lower Valley up towards the northeast; thus, travelling south towards Tennessee was 

going “up the valley” and towards Harpers Ferry was going “down the valley”.  Between the North and 

the South Forks of the Shenandoah River is Massanutten Mountain.  Rising to some 2,900 feet with 

steep slopes, it separates the Valley in half for about 50 miles from Strasburg to Harrisonburg.  In 1861, 

there was but a single road that crossed over the mountain, from New Market to Luray. 

 

The Valley offered two particular strategic advantages to the Confederates:  First, a Union army that 

invaded Virginia could be subjected to Confederate flanking attacks pouring through the many “wind 

gaps” that cross the Blue Ridge range.  Second, it offered a protected avenue that allowed Confederate 

armies to move north into Pennsylvania virtually unimpeded by intervening rivers except for the 

Potomac (as demonstrated by General Robert E. Lee in the Gettysburg Campaign of 1863 and by Lt. 

General Jubal Anderson Early in the Valley Campaign of 1864).  As described by one historian, “The 

northeastern end of the Valley is a backdoor to the North.  An army debouching from the Valley at this 

point is closer to Washington, Baltimore, or even Philadelphia than it is to Richmond, and is actually 

behind anyone trying to defend Washington against attack from Virginia.”3  

 

The orientation of the Valley could offer operational advantage to Union forces heading south towards 

Richmond, but denying the Valley would be a significant blow to the Confederacy.4  It was an 

agriculturally rich area (known as the “Breadbasket of the Confederacy”) where, for example, some 2½ 

million bushels of wheat were produced in 1860, which accounted for 19-20% of the crop in the entire 

state of Virginia.  The Valley was also rich in livestock used to provision Confederate forces in the region 

as well as Richmond.  If the Union could reach Staunton in the upper Valley, they would threaten the 

vital Virginia & Tennessee Railroad (chartered in 1849 to run from Lynchburg, Virginia to Bristol, 

Tennessee and, in so doing, linked Richmond to the Mississippi River).5  Whoever controlled the Valley 

controlled one of the most important military highways in North America.6  Jackson wrote to one of the 

staff members, “If this valley is lost, Virginia is lost.”7  (The other great military highway in the Eastern 

Theater was the Chesapeake Bay; more about that when we discuss the Peninsula Campaign.) 

 

Campaign planning in the Eastern Theater was heavily influenced by Virginia’s topography.8  The two 

capitals were but 100 miles apart, the intervening area bounded by the Allegheny Mountains to the 

west and the Chesapeake Bay to the east.  Several major rivers—the Rappahannock, Rapidan, 

Pamunkey, York, Chickahominy, and James—flowed eastward across any potential axis of advance 

toward Richmond from the north.  A strong Union garrison held Fort Monroe (Hampton) at the mouth of 

the James and York Rivers.  The United States Navy controlled the Chesapeake Bay.  To the west lay the 

Valley.  A lack of good, all-weather roads tied both armies to railroads, primarily for their supplies.  

Union armies could also be securely supplied by water using the Chesapeake Bay and Virginia’s eastern 

rivers.9  

 



The plan McClellan initially settled on was to move the AoP by water to Urbana on the Rappahannock 

River and thence westward to Richmond.  President Lincoln approved the plan on March 8, but the 

situation moved McClellan to change to a more southerly starting point: up the Virginia Peninsula from 

Fort Monroe.  President Lincoln approved this change, and movement of the AoP to Fort Monroe began 

March 17.   

 

McClellan expected no trouble from Jackson’s small force, so before he embarked for the Peninsula, he 

ordered troops from Maj. General Nathaniel Prentiss Banks' command in the Valley to move eastward 

and become part of the capitol's defenses.  Within a week, more of Banks' forces followed.  These 

moves drastically reduced Banks' army from 35,000 to some 9,000 men.   

 

Prompted by Lee, at this point still a senior military advisor to Confederate President Jefferson Davis, to 

create a strategic diversion in the Valley, Jackson unleashed a vigorous offensive that ultimately 

paralyzed the Union high command in Washington, kept McDowell’s corps in Fredericksburg (preventing 

him from joining McClellan's offensive against Richmond), and wrested the initiative away from the 

Union. 

 

Jackson’s Valley Campaign is among the most brilliant in United 

States, if not world, military history.  Greatly outnumbered overall 

and at times facing three Union armies, Jackson managed in less 

than three months to march his forces hundreds of miles and fight a 

series of actions in a masterpiece of military art that ultimately 

created a grand diversion of thousands of Union troops that 

otherwise would have been threatening Richmond.  That, in fact, 

was his overarching mission: tie down as many Union troops as 

possible with a command that fluctuated from 3,500 men up to 

about 16,000.  The Valley Campaign would run from March to June 

1862 and encompass six major battles (Kernstown, McDowell, Front 

Royal, Winchester, Cross Keys, and Port Republic) plus a number of 

smaller engagements.10  

 

On November 4, 1861, Jackson, newly promoted to Major General, accepted command of the Valley 

District, headquartered at Winchester.  He had been a professor at Virginia Military Institute in New 

Market, Virginia and was quite familiar with the Valley’s terrain, having lived there for many years.11  

Jackson's command initially included only some 1,500 Virginia militia, but he demanded from 

Confederate General Joseph E. Johnston and received his Stonewall Brigade (in return for providing 

Johnston with three times as many recruits).12   Together they constituted Jackson’s Division.  A small, 

brave but undisciplined cavalry command under Colonel Turner Ashby was added in early December, 

along with Brig. General William W. Loring’s division of some 6,000 troops.  All together officially 

designated the Army of the Valley District,13 they seemed insufficient for decisive operations against the 

numerically superior Union forces. 

 

Maj. General Thomas J. Jackson 



The array of forces in Virginia in early March 1862 was:   

• For the Union— 

o McClellan’s 155,000-strong AoP positioned around and in front of Washington along with 

some 45,000 garrison troops in the city,  

o about 12,000 troops commanded by Brig. General John Ellis Wool at Fort Monroe,  

o 23,000 under Banks at the northern end of the Shenandoah Valley, and 

o some 4,500 under Maj. General John Charles Frémont (who had relieved Maj. General 

William Starke Rosecrans) scattered at various locations in the Allegheny Mountains west 

of the Shenandoah Valley.   
• For the Confederacy— 

o some 13,000 on the Virginia Peninsula opposing Wool in Fort Monroe along with another 

9,000 under Huger across the mouth of the James River at Norfolk,  

o General Joseph Eggleston Johnston’s 46,000-strong Army of the Potomac opposing 

McClellan’s AoP,  

o Jackson’s Division at Winchester opposing Banks, and  

o Brig. General Edward “Allegheny” Johnson’s Army of the Northwest with 2,800 near 

McDowell (west of Staunton).14 

 

In early January 1862, Jackson would fight two small Union posts at Hancock, Maryland and Bath.  In late 

February, McClellan ordered Banks (head of the Western District of Maryland, ostensibly an 

independent command but treated as part of the AoP), reinforced by Brig. General John Sedgwick’s 

7,000-strong division, to secure the Valley and shield Washington.15  Jackson’s command was operating 

in effect as a semi-independent left wing of Johnston's Army of the 

Potomac (ironically bearing the same name as McClellan’s AoP), 

answering to Johnston on administrative and most operational 

matters but also receiving orders directly from Richmond.16 

 

In early March, Banks, made independent of the AoP on March 5 and 

now with some 20,000 men, moved south against Winchester.  

Jackson withdrew on March 11, and the Union occupied the town the 

next day.  On March 15, the Union War Department created a new 

Mountain Department in western Virginia under the command of 

Frémont, with the mission to organize Federal forces in western 

Virginia and campaign in southwest Virginia and eastern Tennessee.  

While Banks continued to report to McClellan, Frémont answered 

only to the War Department.17 

 

President Lincoln, meanwhile, was becoming quite frustrated with 

McClellan.  He and Secretary of War Stanton had authorized 

McClellan to move the AoP to the Peninsula in the spring of 1862 on 

the explicit condition that McClellan protect Washington.  In order to ease Lincoln's preoccupation with 

the capital, McClellan promised to augment the city’s 18,000-man garrison, then part of the Department 

Brig. General Nathaniel P. Banks 



of the Potomac, with 55,000 troops from the AoP, which he said would be deployed “in and about 

Washington”.  What McClellan did not tell Lincoln was that he had assigned this covering force role 

principally to Banks’ forces then in the Shenandoah Valley at Winchester – hardly “in and about 

Washington”.18 

 

President Lincoln would learn to allow generals of great talent to pretty much run things at an 

operational level.  The Lincoln in early 1862, however, was a far different Lincoln.  He was inexperienced 

at the art of command and his role as commander in chief and would become directly involved in 

operational missions and movements.  Given the crop of poor and mediocre, slow and cautious general 

officers the Union had as field commanders early on, micro-management of his generals in his anxiety to 

prosecute the war vigorously seemed necessary.  This was abundantly clear in Virginia.  Unfortunately, 

in a very real sense the coming Union failure in the Valley stemmed from Lincoln’s mismanagement.19 

 

With the threat to Richmond building, Johnston withdrew from Manassas to Gordonsville on the Virginia 

Central Railroad in March, in effect isolating Jackson's position at Winchester.  Jackson began 

withdrawing up the Valley in order to protect Johnston’s withdrawal.   Without this protective 

movement, the Union forces under Banks might strike Johnston through passes in the Blue Ridge 

Mountains.  By March 12, Banks had occupied Winchester just after Jackson had withdrawn, marching 

at a leisurely pace some 42 miles up the Valley Pike to Mount Jackson.20   

 

The Battle of Kernstown 

  

Jackson withdrew to Strasburg.  On March 15, Banks received orders to move farther south and drive 

Jackson from the Valley; when accomplished, he was to withdraw to a position nearer Washington.  

Banks sent Brig. General James Shield’s 9,000-strong division south on March 15.  Jackson’s instructions 

from Johnston had been to avoid pitched battle but keep Banks so occupied that he could not detach 

troops to reinforce McClellan in the Peninsula.  So, when Shields 

advanced on Jackson’s Strasburg position, Jackson withdrew to Mount 

Jackson, leaving Ashby behind to screen and delay.  Shields construed 

Jackson’s movement as fleeing the Valley, whereupon he returned to 

Winchester.  Banks, thinking the first part of his mission was now 

fulfilled, began his movement east to Washington, leaving Shields at 

Winchester.21 

 

On March 22, Ashby engaged elements of Shields' division on the 

southern outskirts of Winchester.  That skirmish, as well as intelligence 

gathered from civilians, prompted Ashby to report that Union forces 

were leaving the Valley and that only a token force remained.  This 

was precisely what Jackson was to prevent, so he determined to strike.  

He turned his men around and in one of the more grueling forced 

marches of the war, moved northeast 25 miles on March 22 and Brig. General Turner Ashby 



another 15 miles on the morning of March 23 towards Kernstown – about 40 miles in total in two days.22  

Shields, wounded with a broken arm from an artillery shell fragment in cavalry skirmishes on March 22, 

separated his division, sending part of his force south towards Winchester and one brigade to the north, 

giving the impression he was departing the area.  In fact, he was halting nearby in reserve.   

 

Jackson moved north with some 4,000 men from Woodstock and arrived before Kernstown on the 

morning of March 23.  Outnumbered by the Union’s 6,000 men, he tried to hold but was forced to 

retreat.  It was a Confederate loss (the only battle Jackson lost during his military career), but it 

demonstrated Jackson’s threat – his prowess, aggressiveness, and determination.23   

 

After Kernstown, President Lincoln reexamined Washington’s defenses 

more closely and realized McClellan had hoodwinked him.  Not only 

was Banks now 75 miles west of Washington but, to make matters 

worse, when McClellan was calculating the strength of this covering 

force he double-counted one of Banks’ brigades.  President Lincoln 

sent Banks back to the Valley with Brig. General Alpheus Williams’ 

7,000-strong division.  He also directed the AoP’s newly-formed First 

Corps, some 40,000 strong, commanded by McDowell, be detached to 

shield Washington in positions near Manassas and, later, 

Fredericksburg.24  Moreover, concerned that Jackson might move into 

western Virginia (against Frémont), President Lincoln directed BG 

Louis Blinker’s 7,000-strong division be detached to reinforce Frémont.  

Kernstown was a tactical loss, but a strategic victory because of the 

impact on Union strategy and the Peninsula.25 

 

On April 4 President Lincoln clipped McClellan’s wings.  He not only countermanded McClellan’s order 

for McDowell’s to embark for the Peninsula, he elevated McDowell to command a new Department – 

the Department of the Rappahannock, with headquarters at Fredericksburg.  McDowell would be 

answerable only to the President and the Secretary of War and would assume the role of protecting 

Washington McClellan had intended for Banks.  Lincoln also made Banks independent of McClellan and 

on April 4 assigned him to command of the new Department of the Shenandoah.  He scolded McClellan, 

“I do not forget that I was satisfied with your arrangement to leave Banks at Manassas Junction, but 

when that arrangement was broken and nothing substituted for it, of course, I was not satisfied. I was 

constrained to substitute something forward myself.”26 

 

Thus, in April, Lincoln became a de facto “general in chief” with three independent commands between 

the Alleghenies and the Potomac River, each reporting directly to Washington, where previously 

McClellan had commanded everything.  McClellan now exercised authority only over that portion of the 

AoP operating on the Peninsula.  The President and Stanton had taken on the challenge of directing the 

specific movements of three widely-separated forces.  The test of their ability to meet this challenge 

came in mid-May.  

Maj. General Irvin McDowell 



 

On April 1, Banks with some 15,000 men began an advance to Woodstock along Stoney Creek and 

engaged Ashburn’s cavalry, but once again was slowed by supply problems.  After a skirmish at 

Woodstock on April 8, the Confederates fell back to Mount Jackson to defend the Valley Pike bridge 

over the North Fork of the Shenandoah River.  On April 15, Banks’ troops arrived at Mount Jackson, 

having covered only 30 miles in 14 days.   

 

Jackson assumed that Banks had been reinforced and marched up the Valley to Harrisonburg on April 

18.  On April 19, he marched 20 miles east, out of the Valley to Swift Run Gap.  Banks occupied New 

Market and crossed Massanutten Mountain to seize the bridges across the South Fork in Luray Valley, 

again besting Ashby’s cavalry.  This gave Banks control of the Valley as far south as Harrisonburg, which 

he reached on April 25.27 

 

At Swift Run Gap, Jackson was in an excellent operational position.  He 

could either continue east towards Richmond or attack Banks if the Union 

forces moved south from Harrisonburg.  Banks knew where Jackson was, 

but misunderstood his intentions.  Banks thought Jackson was heading 

east out of the Valley to aid Richmond and without clear direction from 

Washington suggested his force also be sent east of the Blue Ridge.  

Instead, Shields’ division was detached and transferred to McDowell in 

Fredericksburg, leaving Banks with only Brig. General Alpheus S. Williams’ 

7,000-strong division.  Banks was directed to retreat down the Valley and 

take up a defensive position near Strasbourg.  By this time McClellan’s 

Peninsula Campaign was well underway, and Johnston had relocated to 

protect Richmond.  Johnston sent Jackson new orders to prevent Banks 

from seizing Staunton and the Virginia & Tennessee RR.  To do that, he 

reinforced him with Maj. General Richard Stoddert Ewell’s 8,500-strong division, bringing Jackson’s total 

force to about 12,000 men.28   

 

Frémont threatened the Valley from the west with Brig. General Robert Milroy’s brigade.  Jackson 

decided to attack Milroy’s column first (at this point at McDowell, a hamlet in Highland County in the 

Alleghenies, 22 miles west of Staunton) and then go after Banks.  With Ewell’s division remaining at 

Swift Run Gap to watch Banks, Jackson moved on April 30 to Port Republic, turning east through 

Brown’s Gap in the Blue Ridge towards Charlottesville on May 2.  They boarded trains, headed west, and 

on May 5 camped around Staunton.   On foot from there, Jackson arrived at McDowell on May 8 to find 

Brig. General Edward “Allegheny” Johnson (with six infantry regiments given the grandiose name “Army 

of the Northwest”).  Together they surprised Milroy (reinforced by Brig. General Robert Cumming 

Schenck’s brigade) at the Battle of McDowell.  The fighting continued until about 10:00 PM when the 

Union troops finally withdrew.  Jackson's victory forced Milroy to retreat westward.  Jackson followed as 

far as Franklin before returning to the Valley.29 

 

Brig. General James Shields 



In late April, Lee had begun corresponding with Jackson and Ewell as to the best strategy.  Lee knew 

McClellan had called for reinforcements, and on May 16 told Jackson to prevent Banks from reinforcing 

McClellan or moving to Fredericksburg.  He also felt that a successful attack on Banks might affect the 

reinforcing of Frémont.30  

 

 
 

Battle of Front Royal 

 

Ewell, meantime, was receiving conflicting orders from Jackson and Johnston.  He met in person with 

Jackson on May 18 at Mount Salon and agreed that while he was in the Valley, Ewell would report 

operationally to Jackson.32 

 

Map created by Hal Jespersen, used by permission of Shenandoah Valley Battlefields31 



At this point Banks, who commanded the only Union force then in the Valley, was guarding the Union 

supply depot at Strasburg.  He knew Jackson was heading up the Valley, and because Strasburg could be 

easily flanked, requested permission to retreat north to Winchester, a far more defensible position.   

 

Stanton, with no real knowledge of the situation on the ground, not only denied Banks’ request but 

ordered him to detach part of his small command to garrison Front Royal, which had been vacated when 

Stanton summoned its garrison east of the Blue Ridge Mountains.   Against his better judgment, Banks 

sent the 1st Maryland Infantry, 900 strong, to Front Royal, located at the northern end of the 

Massanutten, which left him with some 5,000 men in Strasburg to oppose Jackson’s 16,000.33   Jackson 

side-stepped Banks by marching the bulk of his force east across the Massanutten into Luray Valley, his 

objective being Front Royal.  Ashby’s cavalry feinted north towards Strasburg while Jackson struck by 

surprise on May 23 and quickly overwhelmed the Front Royal garrison.  Bank’s fears were vindicated.   

 

The Battle of Winchester 

 

Banks was now forced to engage in a fighting foot race with Jackson.  Finding Jackson in his rear 

threatening his line of supply and retreat, he ordered a rapid retreat to Winchester in hopes of making a 

stand there.  Before Banks could reach Winchester, however, Jackson, with a detachment of infantry, 

cavalry, and artillery, cut into the retreating Union column in Middletown on May 24.  The Federals at 

the head of the line continued north to Winchester, but the column behind fled west out of the Valley.  

Jackson hoped to follow up his victory and pursue Banks to Winchester, but some of the Confederate 

troops began to loot the wagons they had captured.  This lost momentum allowed the remainder of 

Banks forces to safely reach Winchester that night.   

 

To regain his momentum, Jackson attacked Winchester the following morning, May 25.  His success 

caused Banks to withdraw towards Harpers Ferry and Williamsport, Maryland.   Ashby’s cavalry was not 

as aggressive as it could have been in the pursuit, allowing the Union to escape in better posture than 

they should have.  Nonetheless, it was another lopsided victory.  Although outnumbered and facing two 

Union armies, Jackson had cleared the Valley of all Federal troops in just over two weeks.  Jackson 

advanced towards Harpers Ferry.  There was growing concern that he would march all the way to the 

White House, which strengthened President Lincoln’s resolve to destroy Jackson.    

 

On May 24, President Lincoln shifted Shield’s and Brig. General Edward Otho Cresap Ord’s divisions 

(some 10,000 men each) from McDowell’s corps to the Valley.  Meanwhile, Jackson was in Front Royal 

and Banks in Strasburg.   It was here, Civil War historian and author Peter Cozzens believes, that 

President Lincoln made his greatest strategic error of the Civil War.  “The crisis in the Valley was 

genuine.  In the event Banks was defeated at Winchester, which seemed highly possible, Harpers Ferry 

and railroad communications with the west would be imperiled.  A complicating but generally 

overlooked factor when considering the reaction of Lincoln and Stanton were troubling telegrams from 

[Brig. General John White] Geary who commanded a small force between Front Royal and 

Manassas…On the basis simply of tales told by runaway slaves, he reported that a huge Confederate 

command was bearing down on him east of the Blue Ridge – not Jackson in the Valley, but a huge, 



unknown command.  Until Jackson’s strength could be ascertained and the Confederate threat east of 

the Valley confirmed or not, Lincoln could not rule out a Southern dash on the nation's capital.”34  

 

Cozzens continues, “The threat of Jackson's offensive could not have been worse for the Union.  

McClellan, at long last over the slows, concluded his plans for a final push against Richmond and General 

Joe Johnston’s [Army of the Potomac].35  His plan was quite simple:  McDowell would take Banks from 

the Valley and move south against Richmond from Fredericksburg with some 40,000 men while 

McClellan, who was only ten miles east of the capital, attacked from that direction.  Also, Frémont was 

preparing to carry out orders from Stanton to disrupt the Virginia & Tennessee RR and then march 

against Richmond from the west.  [Three forces would be] converging on Johnston’s 55-60,000 men all 

at once.  McClellan would have a nearly 3-1 numerical superiority over the [Johnson].  And while there 

was no guarantee of victory in the Peninsula, this advantage would have been considerable for 

McClellan and very difficult for Johnston to have defended against.”36  President Lincoln had other plans.  

 

On May 24, President Lincoln directed Frémont to “move against Jackson at Harrisonburg and operate 

against the enemy in such a way as to relieve Banks.”  These orders reflected poor understanding of the 

logistical problems his field commanders faced.  A move toward Harrisonburg would take him away 

from his base of supplies in the Alleghenies.  President Lincoln reacted to a 

rational explanation for Frémont of his logistical problems with a rare burst 

of anger.  He was so flustered that he referred to himself in the third person 

as he banged the desk and dictated to Stanton his response to Frémont.  He 

said, “Frémont, you are directed by the President to move against Jackson 

in Harrisonburg and operate in such a way as to relieve Banks.  This 

movement must be made immediately.  Note receipt of this order and 

specify the hour it is received by you.”37  

 

Within a day it became obvious Frémont’s difficulties were indeed 

insuperable, and President Lincoln acceded to his request to enter the 

Valley west of Strasburg, much farther north.  Simultaneous with his orders 

to Frémont, President Lincoln directed McDowell to start for the Valley 

along the line of the Manassas Gap railway.  “Your object will be to 

capture the forces of Jackson either in cooperation with General Frémont 

or, in case of one of supplies or transportation interferes with his 

movement, it is believed the force which you have will be sufficient to accomplish either object alone.  

When he got his orders, McDowell was devastated.  He considered them “a crushing blow that would 

rob McClellan of any chance of capturing Richmond, destroying the [Johnston] and bringing an end to 

the Civil War.”38  

 

The situation bode well for President Lincoln’s plan.  Banks had saved his command and crossed the 

Potomac River with it intact.  Geary's reports were false.  Frémont was about to enter the Valley west of 

Strasburg and McDowell, with some 20,000 men (Shields’ and Ord’s divisions) moving from 

Fredericksburg to Front Royal to operate against Jackson and Ewell.  President Lincoln hoped to ensnare 

Maj. General John C. Frémont  



Jackson between Frémont and McDowell before Jackson could withdraw south on the Valley Pike.  He 

said to McDowell, “It is for you a question of legs.  Put in all the speed you can.  I have told Frémont as 

much and directed him to drive them as fast as possible.”  But there was a serious problem.  Frémont 

and McDowell were unable to talk to each other, and both were overly cautious.  So, with both Shields 

and Frémont within a couple of miles at Strasburg, both hesitated, and Jackson slipped between their 

commands and safely retreated southward, up the Valley.39 

 

On May 29, Jackson learned of Frémont’s move and on May 30 of Shields’ march.  He immediately 

withdrew from his position south of Harpers Ferry to Strasburg and in a series of hard marches escaped 

the trap by June 1.  That night Ewell followed him out of Strasburg.  When Shields’ and Frémont’s units 

met up in Strasburg, they closed the trap, but behind, not in front of, Jackson.40 

 

The Battles of Cross Keys and Port Republic 

 

The battles at Cross Keys and Port Republic, Jackson’s greatest victories, were, according to Cozzens, 

“strategically anticlimactic”, their outcome being “secondary to Lincoln’s greater strategic error”.  

Simply put, when he ordered [Shield’s division, some 11,000 strong] to the Valley rather than assist 

McClellan in attacking Richmond, he took his eye off the strategic ball.  The entire Union objective 

should have been the destruction of Johntson’s army and the capture of Richmond with as many troops 

as possibly available.  Had Johntson been destroyed, Jackson's relatively small force in the Valley would 

have withered on the vine; in Cozzens’ opinion, “It would have been inconsequential, irrelevant.”  One 

cannot say definitively that McClellan would have captured Richmond and destroyed or severely 

crippled Johnston’s army, even with McDowell’s large force at his disposal and with the prospect of 

Frémont pushing from the west, but the absence of McDowell made McClellan more cautious than 

ever.41  Even with this caution, and with the habit of inflating enemy numbers, he would have been hard 

pressed to lose.  The Confederates had only 55-60,000 men in and around Richmond to oppose 

McClellan’s 105,000-man AoP.   

 

Cozzens continues, “When ordered to contest a simultaneous approach of McDowell with 40,000 more 

men from north, almost as many men as Johnston had, [Johnston] would have had to extend what were 

already severely attenuated defensive lines to the breaking point – a simple tactical tap at the door, at 

the gates of Richmond, would have sufficed to collapse Confederate defenses.  When Stanton spoke to 

[Maj. General John] Pope at the end of 1862, he acknowledged the folly of the administration's decision 

to manage the Shenandoah Valley campaign from Washington and to have diverted McDowell from the 

operations against Richmond.  But it was recognition that came about three weeks too late.”42  

 

Upon reaching Port Republic, Jackson decided to stand and fight.  Frémont, with some 15,000 men, was 

in Harrisonburg.  Shields’ division, some 10,000-strong, was strung out in the Luray Valley, from Luray 

south to Conrad’s Store.  By controlling the bridges that spanned the South Fork, Jackson prevented the 

separated Union columns from uniting and saw an opportunity to strike at each separately.  As Frémont 

was closer, Jackson's plan was to attack and overwhelm him first, and then turn back to defeat Shields.  



The Battle of Cross Keys occurred on June 8.  The fighting ended with darkness, allowing the 

Confederates to maintain their hold on the field and keep the Union columns from uniting.  

 

Having successfully held off Frémont, Jackson quickly turned his attention to Shield's smaller force at 

Port Republic on June 9.  Jackson's plan was to leave Ewell at Cross Keys to hold Frémont, concentrate 

the rest of his army against Shields at Port Republic, and quickly crush him with overwhelming numbers.  

The logistics of moving most of his men from Cross Keys to and beyond, Port Republic, however, proved 

more difficult than Jackson, had anticipated.  The day did not go according to plan – arguably poorly 

managed by Jackson including piecemeal employment of troops – but he still managed to win his second 

battle in two days, successfully capping his campaign in the Valley.   

 

Union soldiers were particularly upset with the performance of their commanders, Frémont and Shields, 

and the military careers of both suffered for it.  Freemont resigned his command a few weeks later 

rather than be subordinated to his rival, Maj. General John Pope; he resigned his commission in June 

1864.  Shields would receive no more combat assignments and would resign from the army in March 

1863.  The retreat of both Freemont (back to Harrisonburg) and Shields (to Front Royal and thence 

across the Blue Ridge to rejoin McDowell) allowed Jackson to leave the Valley a week later (starting on 

June 18) and join Lee near Richmond. 

 

Assessment 

 

Having successfully accomplished his mission in the Valley, Jackson became the most celebrated soldier 

in the Confederacy.  In 48 days of distraction and diversion, maneuver and rapid marching up and down 

the Valley, often on interior lines, his men (the celebrated “foot cavalry”) covered 600+ miles, defeated 

three Union commands in six significant battles, caused over 5,000 casualties at a loss of only 2,500 

men, and captured great quantities of much-needed supplies.  He did this with a force of some 16,000 

men against a combined force of over 50,000 Union troops.  More importantly, Jackson accomplished 

his main objective of keeping Union soldiers occupied in the Valley rather than advancing on Richmond 

in concert with McClellan's Peninsula Campaign, and, thereby, possibly added a year at least to the war. 

 

President Lincoln became dismayed at the difficulties of coordinating several major commands and 

combined them into a single Army of Virginia under Maj. General John Pope, incorporating the units of 

Banks, Frémont and McDowell and several smaller units from around Washington and western Virginia.  

Pope and his new army would meet their fate in the Second Battle of Bull Run in August 1862.  Still 

Jominian in thinking, Lincoln was starting to come around to Clausewitz.  Never again would he allow 

himself to be as distracted from the main objectives of a campaign as he was by Jackson.43  Interestingly, 

both McClellan and McDowell realized he was wrong but could not convince him. 

 

Cozzens appropriately emphasizes Lincoln’s poor decisions, but in the process marginalizes Jackson’s 

and Lee’s impact.  President Lincoln’s concerns and resulting orders were driven by Jackson’s 

aggressiveness and skill and Lee’s strategic vision; President Lincoln’s leadership failure was built upon 

Jackson’s operational brilliance. 



 

Some of Jackson’s success can be attributed to the quality of the Union generals arrayed against him in 

the Valley – the political generals Banks, Shields, and Frémont, in particular.  They simply were not of 

high caliber on the battlefield; moreover, they lacked unity of command and aggressiveness (particularly 

Frémont).  Suppose, for example, Jackson had gone up against Rosecrans instead of Frémont or perhaps 

if McDowell had been more directly involved.  Jackson’s efforts may have been every bit as successful 

anyway, but the playing field would have been leveler.   

 

Jackson would continue as part of Lee’s “critical path” fighting the Union AoP.  He would become Lee’s 

“right arm”, culminating at Chancellorsville in 12 months, gaining for him virtual immortality in military 

history annals – but not so much in his next round coming up on the Peninsula.   

 

“Richmond is the principal point for our active operation… [We] should stay on the defensive everywhere else, and 

direct as much force as possible to Richmond.” 

President Lincoln in a message to his commanders on June 9, the day of Jackson’s victory at Port Republic.  He was 

learning. 

 

 
 

Part 2: Up the Peninsula 

 

“It is indispensable to you that you strike a blow…The country will not fail to note—is now noting—the present 

hesitation to move upon an intrenched enemy, is but the story of Manassas repeated.” 

Lincoln to McClellan, April 9, 1862 

 

Having been put in command of all Union forces in and 

around Washington, D.C., in July 1861 immediately after the 

First Battle of Bull Run, Maj. General George Brinton 

McClellan44 was responsible for prosecuting the war in 

Virginia east of the Shenandoah Valley.  He had only a vague 

strategy that involved engaging Confederate General Joseph 

E. Johnston’s Army of the Potomac in the vicinity of 

Centreville when he (McClellan) felt the Union Army of the 

Potomac (AoP) was ready.  McClellan’s organization and 

training of the AoP, however, consumed what many felt was 

an inordinate amount of time, and pressure mounted of him 

to commence operations.45    

 

He abandoned his plan to confront Johnston near Centreville 

based on his erroneously-high estimation of Confederate 

strength and decided instead on a flanking movement down 

the Potomac River and lower reaches of the Chesapeake Bay 

Maj. Gen. George B. McClellan and wife Ellen 
National Park Service 



with the capture of Richmond now being the objective rather than the destruction of Johnston’s army in 

the field.  The AoP would land at Urbanna (meaning “City of Anne”) on the Rappahannock River some 50 

miles to the east of Richmond, putting it essentially behind Johnston’s army.  He believed the AoP could 

reach Richmond before it could be sufficiently reinforced to prevent its capture – march south to the 

York River, cutting off the Confederate forces holding the lower 

portion of the Virginia Peninsula and then a two-day march to 

Richmond, all done in coordination with Union forces in Tennessee 

striking south to cut the South’s main east-west rail line and Brig. 

General Ambrose Burnside’s force on the North Carolina coast 

striking inland against Richmond’s rail connection from the south.  

The battle for Richmond would be “climactic” and “would be 

remembered as the Waterloo of the Civil War – it would be on his 

terms and on ground of his choosing.”46 

 

Debate on the plan, along with continuing preparations of the force, 

continued for some three months.  President Lincoln, ever concerned 

for the safety of Washington, favored that direct approach against 

Johnston at Centreville (some 105 miles from Richmond, but only 25 

miles from Washington); McClellan eventually assuaged those concerns, enough anyway to gain the 

President’s approval of the Urbanna plan, based on the likelihood that Washington’s defenses were 

adequate and Johnston would be forced to move towards Richmond to counter McClellan.47   

 

President Lincoln approved the Urbanna operation on May 9, but by then Johnston48 had recognized the 

possibility of being flanked and on March 8 had begun pulling back behind the Rappahannock River, 

towards his supply base at Culpepper Court House, about 20 miles northwest of Fredericksburg. 

 

Johnston’s withdrawal was well-executed and came as a surprise to McClellan.  As various reports came 

in that the Confederates were abandoning their positions, he came to realize that they were indeed 

withdrawing.  He decided to pursue and “The next morning, amid great fanfare…marched out of 

Washington bound for the Confederate works at Manassas and Centreville.  By the time the Yankees 

reached the scene…the last of the Rebels had been gone twenty-four hours, and McClellan’s promise to 

press the retreating foe was gone as well.  He recast the expedition as simply a practice march.”49  

 

Johnston’s pull-back obviated the Urbanna plan and pushed McClellan towards a new plan: instead of 

landing at Urbanna, he would move the AoP to the Union base of Fort Monroe and thence northwest, 

up the Virginia Peninsula, to capture Richmond.   

 

Bounded by the York River on the north, the James River and Hampton Roads (and the Confederate 

naval base at Norfolk) on its south, and the Chesapeake Bay on its east, the peninsula is not the best 

starting point for a major campaign.  Fort Monroe is farther from its primary objective, Richmond (some 

80 miles).  The peninsula constricts maneuver and favors the defense given its narrow width (the 

maneuver width varies between some 3 and 7 miles wide before finally broadening out between the 

General Joseph E. Johnston 
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James and Pamunkey Rivers), extended length (some 55 miles), and intervening estuaries and wetlands, 

“primeval forest and interspersed with farms and plantations.  Its surface is generally level, except along 

the Chickahominy and the James, where it is diversified by low ranges of hills.  The strip between the 

Warwick River and Hampton Roads is marshy and easily inundated.”50  Once the AoP gets free of the 

peninsula, it is relatively close to Richmond, but is then faced with the swampy upper reaches of the 

Chickahominy River, which 

created a natural barrier.   

All of this is made worse for 

offensive operations by the 

frequency and severity of 

spring rains which turned 

the country roads into near-

impassable mud pits (men 

on good horses could take 

up to six hours to go twelve 

miles; four animals could 

not haul a field piece51) – 

and, of course, the 

Confederates in Norfolk 

threatening the integrity of 

Fort Monroe, particularly 

with the ironclad CSS 

Virginia (nee USS 

Merrimack) coming into 

operation.  The only rail link to the peninsula was the Richmond & York River RR that ran to West Point 

where the Pamunkey and Mattapony Rivers meet to form the York River; there was no rail line down the 

peninsula to Fort Monroe.  (There was a rail line running from Richmond through Petersburg, south of 

the James Rivers to Norfolk.)  On the plus side (particularly in view of the inclement weather and the 

resulting mud) for the Union, both the York and the James Rivers were navigable to open water vessels 

for the full length of the peninsula.  But even then, the upper peninsula is bisected in front of Richmond 

by the Chickahominy.  In short, the peninsula offered a constricted axis of advance.  A simple map recon 

suggests Urbanna* would have been better, even with Johnston’s pullback. 

* Some sources spell it with one “n”, “Urbana”, but two is correct. 

 

By March 1862, McClellan was finally ready to begin offensive operations against Confederate forces in 

Virginia with the ultimate goal of capturing Richmond, thanks in no small way to prodding by the Lincoln 

Administration.  The plan McClellan had settled upon, and which had been approved by President 

Abraham Lincoln, was to move the AoP by ships to Fort Monroe and thence up the Virginia Peninsula to 

Richmond. 

 

PUSHING FORWARD 

US Coast Survey Office, 1862 



 

On March 11 President Lincoln relieved McClellan of command of all Union forces.  He would command 

the AoP and focus on the coming Peninsula Campaign.  President Lincoln assumed overall command of 

the Union armies for the next four months.  Maj. General Nathaniel P. Banks and Maj. General John C. 

Frémont would command Union forces in the Shenandoah Valley and in western Virginia, respectively.  

As such, they were on a command level equal with McClellan.52  This command arrangement proved to 

be a failure.53  Note that Maj. General John E. Wool’s 12,000-man garrison force at Fort Monroe was not 

initially subject to McClellan’s command, but did come under his control as the campaign progressed. 

 

Moving from Alexandria to 

Fort Monroe by water, in 

stages, began on March 17 

with Brig. General Charles 

Hamilton’s Division of III 

Corps.  McClellan was 

deploying a division at a time 

as transports became 

available.  By April 2 some 

53,000 men had arrived (five 

divisions plus a brigade of 

Regulars), with another 

50,000 on the way.  There 

were not yet enough wagons 

to move all of the troops 

forward, but the army itself 

was confident that 

McClellan’s planned advance 

via Yorktown to Richmond 

would meet with success.54  

 

Opposing McClellan initially 

was a force of some 10,000 

Confederates under Maj. 

General John B. Magruder,55 

who dug in along what came 

to be called the Warwick 

Line, a string of incomplete field fortifications and dammed areas to increase the area’s considerable 

wetlands to channel any Union attack.  The line anchored on Yorktown, on the York River, and extended 

some 12 miles southwestwardly along the Warwick River (a tidal estuary) to where it empties into the 

James River.  Magruder’s command, the Army of the Peninsula,56 had been in the area for nearly a year.  

He enhanced his position with deceptions that included marching his men in circles and dragging 

branches behind horses to stir dust and give the appearance of greater numbers to the enemy.  In other 
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places he used Quaker guns to produce a similar illusion.  He also called for reinforcements, and General 

Joseph Johnston’s Army of the Potomac moved toward Yorktown from Culpepper via Gordonsville.57  

These measures proved 

problematic for McClellan. 

 

McClellan arrived at Fort 

Monroe on April 2 and quickly 

learned from the supporting 

naval commander that the 

Navy could not offer much 

support to the campaign.58   

This meant there would be no 

amphibious turning 

movement; instead, the AoP 

would face the Warwick Line 

and Yorktown head on.  He 

surrendered the initiative and 

prepared to lay siege to 

Yorktown.  For example, when 

on April 16 Brig. General 

William F. Smith made a 

reconnaissance in force at 

Lee’s Mills and captured a 

portion of the Confederate 

line, McClellan recalled him 

instead of making an effort to 

exploit the success.59 

 

On April 4, McClellan received 

a telegram informing him that 

Maj. General Irvin McDowell’s 

I Corps (43,000 men) was 

withdrawn from his command 

to defend the capital.  This reduced McClellan’s expected force from 155,000 men by one third.  

McClellan had been counting on this corps to clear the rebel position on the James River.  The perceived 

need for reinforcements in the Shenandoah Valley would be a constant problem in McClellan’s 

operational planning.60  

 

Yorktown (April 5 - May 4) 

 

McClellan’s infantry first probed the Yorktown lines on April 5 and found them more formidable than 

expected.  Poor maps and rainy weather hampered Union operations. “Virginia used to be in the Union, 

Armies in Gray: The Organizational History of the Confederate States Army 

in the Civil War, 1861-1865, Dan C. Fullerton; Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
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Order of Battle, April 1862— 

Note:  Each division had varying numbers of artillery batteries assigned. 
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now it’s in the mud.”61  Meanwhile,  Johnston’s Army of the Potomac marched down the peninsula 

(there was no rail line) and reinforced the Yorktown defenses.  When Johnston himself arrived on April 

17, he had 62,000 men holding Yorktown and a secondary defensive line in front of Williamsburg.62  

 

McClellan’s siege preparations went of for weeks amidst growing 

frustration from Washington over his inaction.  Having decided on 

this methodical approach, he planned to start reducing the 

Confederate fortifications on 5 May.  “He spent the weeks leading up 

to this demanding reinforcements and more artillery, and in arranging 

belatedly for transports for an amphibious flanking movement up the 

York River, once Yorktown fell.”63   With Confederate strength now up 

to some 20,000, they still were significantly outnumbered and 

outgunned.  Johnston, worried about his army’s ability to hold out 

against the obviously superior Federal firepower being positioned 

against his lines and the threat of Union Navy gunfire to his flanks on 

the York and James Rivers and the possibility of an amphibious 

turning movement, directed that his army abandon its defensive 

works and withdraw toward Richmond.  On 2 May the supply trains 

and leading troops started west, while the rear guard (Maj. General 

James Longstreet’s division along with Brig. General James Ewell 

Brown “Jeb” Stuart’s cavalry) left the following evening.  Much of the 

rebel army’s heavy ordnance had to be left behind.64   

 

Williamsburg, a.k.a. Fort Magruder (May 5) 

 

The Confederate withdrawal caught McClellan off guard.  He ordered Brig. General Edwin Vose Sumner 

to take II Corps and III Corps in pursuit.  Muddy roads slowed Johnston’s retrograde movement and 

forced him to pause at Williamsburg to defend a thin line of works outside the town, consisting of 

fourteen small forts anchored by the imposing Fort Magruder in the center astride the major roads from 

Hampton and Yorktown.  On May 5, Federal cavalry and two infantry divisions attacked this line held by 

Maj. General James Longstreet’s Confederate troops.65 

 

The battle stalled for the Union, Sumner having failed to commit half his two-corps force.  Both sides 

were reinforced during the day, and the fighting was heavy.  An enveloping attack begun in mid-

afternoon by Brig. General Winfield S. Hancock’s brigade66 (part of Smith’s division/IV Corps), which had 

arrived with the main body following behind Sumner, finally turned the tide.  Longstreet, worrying that 

he could be cut off, decided to withdraw.  He did so after dark after having fought a good defense. 

 

Union efforts were poor thanks to Sumner’s lack of aggressiveness.  Moreover, McClellan was absent 

from the battlefield for most of the day, not making it to the battlefield until that evening.  He had 

remained in Yorktown to supervise the embarkation of an amphibious force to envelop the 

Confederates’ north flank and threaten Johnston’s withdrawal.  He intended to move four divisions (one 

Maj. General  
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division at a time) up the York River to West Point.  Embarkation of Brig. General William Buel Franklin’s 

division began May 6; the division arrived and assembled at Eltham’s Landing, near West Point, on May 

7.  Johnston had foreseen such an operation and had detached two brigades from Maj. General 

Gustavus W. Smith’s division to block Franklin’s threat.  Strong attacks prevented Franklin from 

interfering with the Confederates’ withdrawal toward Richmond.  

 

The operations against Yorktown are emblematic of the Peninsula 

campaign as a whole.  McClellan favored maneuver but was overly 

cautious and not averse to breaking momentum.  In the weeks of 

April and May, from the time he started moving troops into Fort 

Monroe, he was adamant about marshalling his forces before 

committing to a major battle, concerned about what proved to be 

gross overestimation of enemy strength, and the loss of Union 

forces he had counted on when planning the operation.  He was a 

perfectionist, obsessive about staff work, and believed his personal 

staff did not measure up. This led him to overexert himself.  His 

concerns and methodology, like a self-fulfilling prophecy, ultimately 

led to – created – the situation that he feared all along would 

prevent him from capturing Richmond.  

 

Johnston’s withdrawal had left the York River pen from its mouth to the head of navigation (West Point).  

He moved his army six miles east of Richmond, using the swampy Chickahominy River as a natural 

defense.  Having at last broken the Yorktown bottleneck, McClellan continued his plodding march (in 

part because of heavy rains and muddy country roads), taking 15 days to reach a position astride the 

Chickahominy, despite Lincoln’s calls for a more aggressive pace.  McClellan remained convinced he was 

outnumbered and beseeched Washington for reinforcements.  

 

President Davis and Lee sought to reinforce Johnston.  After the battle at Williamsburg, they felt Norfolk 

had become isolated.  On April 27, Maj. General Benjamin Huger was ordered to abandon the area, 

salvaging from Gosport Navy Yard as much usable equipment as he could, and join Johnston at 

Richmond.  On May 1, Huger began to evacuate his men and ordered the destruction by fire of the naval 

yards at both Norfolk as well as nearby Portsmouth.  Ten days later Union forces occupied the Gosport 

Yards.  The Union would control the facilities at Norfolk for the rest of the war.  Norfolk was the best 

Confederate naval base, and the CSS Virginia their only naval defense against a naval assault up the 

James River.  The CSS Virginia, now without a port and too deep of a draft to move far up the James, had 

to be destroyed.67    

 

This opened the James River to Union control as far upstream as Drewry’s Bluff, only seven miles south 

of Richmond.  Union gunboats, including the USS Monitor and the Galena sortied against Drewry’s Bluff 

on May 15 to test its defenses.  After a three-hour battle they withdrew.  Drewry’s Bluff remained in 

Confederate hands with a loss of only seven killed and eight wounded.  McClellan did not follow up, thus 

another opportunity was missed. 

Brig. Gen. Winfield Scott Hancock 
Library of Congress 



 

McClellan had to decide which river—the York or the James—to use for his main line of supply.  The 

York was completely in Federal hands and safe for Federal shipping whereas control of the James 

remained uncertain.  In the end, McClellan established his base at West Point on the York and would use 

the railroad leading west toward Richmond to supply his army.  Either way, the Chickahominy River 

would be problematic.  The Chickahominy separated West Point from Richmond.68  

 

Jackson’s was tying down substantial Union forces by his campaign in the Shenandoah Valley, so 

Johnston could make plans with the expectation that McClellan would be neither reinforced nor assisted 

by a Union drive from Fredericksburg.  McClellan, though outnumbering Johnston some five to three, 

continued to believe he was outnumbered and relinquished the initiative once again to Johnston. 

 

Believing operations against 

Richmond were feasible only from 

the south, McClellan chose to 

straddle the Chickahominy with his 

army.  It was a calculated risk – one 

wing could be defeated without the 

prospect of quick reinforcement from 

the other, especially in these times of 

high-water levels.  Most of the Union 

troops stayed north of the 

Chickahominy, but Brig. General 

Samuel Peter Heintzelman’s III Corps 

and Brig. General Erasmus Darwin 

Keyes’ IV Corps deployed south of it 

near Seven Pines and Fair Oaks 

Station.  McClellan had expected 

McDowell’s I Corps to arrive from the 

north, whereupon he planned on 

moving his whole force across.  The War Department earlier had ordered it to march overland from 

Fredericksburg to Richmond, but on May 25 President Lincoln had ordered it back toward the 

Shenandoah Valley in response to Jackson’s threatening maneuvers.  And, thus, the AoP sat from May 

20 through May 31, during which time McClellan reorganized the AoP into five corps .  The two new 

corps were Brig. General Fitz John Porter’s V Corps and Brig. General William Buel Franklin’s VI Corps.   

 

Seven Pines, a.k.a. Fair Oaks Station (May 31 – June 1) 

 

Johnston, taking advantage of the unfordable conditions of the river and washed out bridges, decided to 

strike south of the Chickahominy.  On the morning of May 31 he set some 39,000 men in motion against 

Keyes’ position at Seven Pines and Fair Oaks Station.   Maj. General Ambrose Powell Hill and Magruder 

would attack and contain Union forces north of the river, while Longstreet would lead the main, three-

By Map by Hal Jespersen, www.cwmaps.com, CC BY 3.0,  
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pronged attack against Keyes’ IV Corps (Heintzelman’s III Corps being some five miles further east).  

Longstreet’s reinforced division would hit Keyes’ right while Maj. General Daniel Harvey Hill’s division 

attacked in the center, and Maj. General Benjamin Huger’s division would try to turn the Federal left 

south of Seven Pines.  Brig. General William Henry Chase Whiting’s division would support Longstreet 

from the north. 

 

The operation soon went awry because of haphazard staff work and poor leadership.  Huger took the 

wrong road, causing a good bit of confusion.  Longstreet, too, took the wrong road and came up behind 

D. H. Hill, whose coordinated attack scheduled for the morning turned into a series of fierce frontal 

assaults.  These assaults nonetheless succeeded in driving back IV Corps, inflicting heavy casualties.  

Reinforcements arrived, and both sides fed more troops into the action.  Supported by III Corps and Brig. 

General John Sedgwick’s division of Sumner’s II Corps, that had crossed the rain-swollen river on 

Grapevine Bridge and marched through violent weather and deep mud on Sumner’s initiative (McClellan 

was not on the battlefield until June 1, having been ill), the Federal position finally stabilized.  Johnston 

was seriously wounded during the action, and command of the Confederate army devolved temporarily 

to Maj. General Gustavus Woodson Smith.  Darkness ended the fighting, and both sides slept on the 

battlefield. 

 

Longstreet had bungled an excellent opportunity to defeat III and IV Corps south of the river.  He had 

disrupted rather than coordinated the attack, had engaged his forces piecemeal, and had employed less 

than half of the available forces.  Of thirteen brigades available, seven were not engaged at all and no 

more than four were engaged at any one time.69  

 

Smith renewed the attack the next day (June 1) at Fair Oaks Station.  The reinforced Federal line held, 

and that afternoon the Confederates withdrew.  McClellan’s AoP sustained 5,000 casualties out of 

34,000 engaged, while Johnston’s Army of the Potomac lost almost 6,200 men out of 39,000 engaged, 

including Johnston himself.   Though indecisive, the battle was as good as a victory for the AoP.  It had 

withstood determined assaults, showing it had grit.  Morale was high and faith in McClellan grew.  This 

debacle represented the nadir of Confederate fortunes before Richmond in 1862.70  

 

Johnston's wounding had profound influence not only on the campaign, but on the war.  It led to the 

appointment of Lee as overall battlefield commander.  Johnston was a capable commander, but he was 

no Lee.  He had worried about his position at Centerville.  When he pulled back, he had incurred the 

disfavor of President Davis and Lee.  (President Davis’ low opinion of Johnston would last throughout 

the war.)  With Lee, the texture of the battlefield and the war in Virginia changed.  He would prove to be 

not only more competent (albeit after a breaking-in period during the remainder of the Peninsula 

Campaign) but more aggressive and tenacious.   

 

“The result is that our left is now within four (4) miles of Richmond.  I only wait for the river to fall to cross with the 

rest of the force & make a general attack…the morale of my troops is now such that I can venture much & do not 

care for odds against me.  The victory is complete & all credit is due to the gallantry of our officers and men.” 

McClellan to Stanton, June 2, 1862 (following the Battle of Fair Oaks Station) 



 

 
 

Part 2: Up the Peninsula 

(Continued) 

 

“Never, before or after, did the fates put such a prize within our reach.” 

E. Porter Alexander, referring to the Battle of Glendale on June 30, 1862 

 

The Union threat from the Shenandoah Valley was neutralized for the time being, but the threat against 

Richmond still loomed.  Lee, now in command of the Army of Northern Virginia (AoNV, as Johnston’s 

Army of the Potomac was renamed when Lee took command), called Maj. General Thomas Jonathan 

“Stonewall” Jackson and his Army of the Valley to the peninsula.  (Jackson’s command retained this 

name until early August.) 

 

Pushed Back – The Seven Days Battles 

 

The opposing lines now settled into a lull, and despite the urging of his engineer officers to advance 

toward Richmond and put the Chickahominy River behind him, McClellan ordered his men to dig in.  

Some were close enough to Richmond to set their pocket watches by the city’s church bells.  For several 

weeks he undertook no serious offensive.  The weather continued to be bad with intermittent heavy 

rain, but so it had been all along.  He brought up siege artillery and shifted troops.  He conducted local 

attacks to push Lee back into his fortifications.   “[He] had in mind the capture of Richmond through 

siege operations.  As at Yorktown [and as would prove to be his wont], he seemed to recoil from the 

thought of a full and determined offensive.”71   Despite having received two of McDowell’s divisions and 

enough replacements to bring the AoP essentially back up to the strength it had been when it embarked 

for Fort Monroe, he begged Washington for more troops, claiming the Confederate army contained 

nearly 200,000 men, rather than the 70,000 actually under Lee’s command. 

 

Lee visited his new command and personally scouted the lines.  He improved Richmond’s fortifications 

(in the process earning the nickname “King of Spades”) but positioned his troops forward of those 

defenses to preserve the army’s opportunity to maneuver.72  Reacting to McClellan’s passivity, on June 

11 he detached two infantry divisions to Jackson, still in the Valley, for use against Frémont and Shields.  

Once those operations concluded, Lee expected Jackson to “move rapidly to Ashland by rail or 

otherwise . . . and sweep down between the Chickahominy and the Pamunkey cutting up the enemy’s 

communications” in concert with a general offensive by the AoNV.73  

 

On June 12 Lee sent his cavalry commander, Brig. General “Jeb” Stuart, and 1,200 troopers to scout 

McClellan’s right flank north of the Chickahominy.  Stuart ran into a Union cavalry brigade.  After 

engaging, he turned his column and rode entirely around the AoP (the first of two such cavalry rides 

during the Seven Days, with more to come as the war progressed), raising havoc in the Union rear and 



embarrassing McClellan.  He returned on June 15 with 165 prisoners, 260 mules, and valuable 

information.74  

 

Lee learned from Stuart 

that the Federal north 

flank was “in the air”, with 

only Brig. General Fitz John 

Porter’s V Corps 

positioned north of the 

Chickahominy – the others 

having shifted to the south 

side of the river.  However, 

Stuart’s raid also alerted 

McClellan to the danger.  

On June 18 he advised 

Porter and the navy to 

plan and make ready to 

move the base to the 

James River. 75  

 

Having started his three-

division force toward 

Richmond, Jackson went 

ahead to confer with Lee, 

Longstreet, and President 

Davis.  Lee decided to 

concentrate his offensive 

against V Corps, recently 

reinforced by Brig. General 

George Archibald McCall’s 

division — making a total 

of some 20,000 men, 

north of the Chickahominy 

near Beaver Dam Creek.  

Leaving Magruder and 

Huger with only 25,000 

men south of the Chickahominy, the remaining Confederate forces — some 60,000 in all — would move 

against Porter’s position near Mechanicsville.  Lee wanted Jackson behind Porter’s troops to cut his 

supply lines.  If all went according to Lee’s plan, V Corps would be surrounded and crushed before it 

could be rescued.  The attack was scheduled for June 26 to give Jackson time to get his troops in 

position.  (Jackson did not march his men on June 23 because of the Sabbath.)  Despite Jackson’s efforts 

to cover his movement, though, McClellan ascertained by June 24 that he was on the way.76  Apparently 

Order of Battle, June 1862— 

Notes: 
The AoNV also had –  

• Cavalry Reserve (six bdes and six bns, Jeb Stuart) 
• Cavalry brigade (four+ regs, Thomas Manford, report directly to 

Lee) 
Each division had varying numbers of artillery batteries assigned. 

XXX 

Magruder 

XXX 

Jackson 

AoNV 

XXXX 

Lee 

XX 
(5 bdes) 

D. H. Hill 

XX 
(6 bdes) 

Longstreet 

XX 
(2 bdes) 

Magruder 

XX 
(2 bdes) 

McLaws 

XX 
(2 bdes) 

Whiting 

XX 
(4 bdes) 

Jackson 

XX 
(2 bdes, 1 reg) 

Ewell 

(X) 
(2 regs) 

X 

Wise 
(Attached) 

XX 
(2 bdes) 

Jones 

XX 
(3 bdes) 

Huger 
XX 

(6 bdes) 

A. P. Hill 

AoV 

(Source:  Armies in Gray: The Organizational History of the Confederate States  
Army in the Civil War, 1861-1865, Dan C. Fullerton; Baton Rouge: Louisiana 

State University Press, 2017.) 



McClellan could not envision how the battle would develop, so he made no move against Magruder or 

Huger. 

 

 

 

 

Mechanicsville, a.k.a. Beaver Dam Creek and Ellerson’s Mill (June 26) 

 

Jackson’s troops, the maneuver element, were advancing toward Porter’s position by 3:00 am on June 

26 but soon met Federal skirmishers and roadblocks in the swampy terrain.  The humidity wore down 

and dehydrated Jackson’s men who had not fully recovered from the Valley Campaign and the 

subsequent movement to the Peninsula.  For them, June 26 was spent marching, then into bivouac at 

5:00 pm at Totopotomoy Creek some three miles northeast of Mechanicsville, without seeing the enemy 

or firing a shot.  Neither Lee nor Jackson sent couriers or staff officers to communicate with each other 

that day, so Lee was unaware of the Army of the Valley’s slow progress.  Finally, at 3:00 pm, without 

orders from Lee, A. P. Hill sent his men forward.  The attack was repulsed with great loss.  They re-

Orders of Battle, June 1862— 

II 

XXX 

Sumner 

III 

XXX 

Heintzelman 

IV 

XXX 

Keyes 

V 

XXX 

Porter 

VI 

XXX 

Franklin 

AoP 

XXXX 

McClellan 

XX 
1 (3 bdes) 

Richardson 

XX 
2 (3 bdes) 

Sedgewick 

XX 
2 (3 bdes) 

Hooker 

XX 
3 (3 bdes) 

Kearney 

XX 
1 (3 bdes) 

Couch 

XX 
2 (2 bdes) 

Peck 

XX 
1 (3 bdes) 

Morell 

XX 
2 (3 bdes) 

Sykes 

XX 
2 (3 bdes) 

McCall 

(X) 
(2 regs) 

XX 
1 (3 bdes) 

Slocum 

XX 
2 (3 bdes) 

W. F. Smith 

Notes: 
The AoP also had –  

• Cavalry Reserve (two brigades, Cooke) 

• Artillery Reserve (Hunt) 

• Engineer Troops 

• Infantry Reserve (one Regular brigade, Sykes) 

• Artillery Troops with Siege Trains (Robert Taylor) 

Each division had 3-4 artillery batteries assigned. 

(Source: The Union Army 1861-1865: Organization and Operations, Vol I: The Eastern Theater, 

Frank J. Welcher; Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989.) 



formed and attacked again, but it, too, failed.  Darkness ended the fighting; Porter counted only 350 

casualties while inflicting some 1,300 on the Confederates.  

 

That night, his commanders, expecting a renewed Confederate attack the following day, urged 

McClellan to attack Magruder.  He remained convinced that an overwhelming Confederate army 

confronted him, so instead, he pulled 

Porter’s men back two miles to a 

ridge behind Powhite Creek near 

Gaines’ Mill overlooking the vital 

crossroads at both Old Cold Harbor 

and New Cold Harbor and sent his 

trains and heavy artillery south of the 

Chickahominy.  This involved the 

movement overland of some 800,000 

rations, thousands of wagons, and a 

cattle herd.77  

 

Overall, Mechanicsville was a Union 

tactical victory.  The AoNV suffered 

heavy casualties but achieved none of 

their objectives due to flawed 

execution.  Instead of overwhelming 

the enemy's flank, only five brigades, 

about 15,000 men, saw action. Their 

losses were almost 1,500 versus 

Porter's 360.  Lee's staff recalled that 

he was "deeply, bitterly 

disappointed" by Jackson's 

performance, but communication 

breakdowns, poorly written orders 

from Lee, and bad judgment by most 

of Lee's other subordinates were also 

to blame.  Despite the Union tactical 

success, however, it was the start of 

the unraveling of their campaign.  McClellan began withdrawing to the southeast and never regained 

the initiative.78 

 

Gaines Mill, a.k.a. Chickahominy River (June 27) 

 

Lee and Jackson planned to renew their attack on June 27.  While Lee’s divisions approached Porter’s V 

Corps from the north, Jackson would move to Old Cold Harbor and hit the Federals from the northeast. 

 

Map created by Hal Jespersen 



The attacks on V Corps began at 2:00 pm with the divisions of 

Longstreet and A. P. Hill, advancing against the Union center under 

heavy fire.  D. H. Hill subsequently committed his division on 

Longstreet’s left, but by 4:00 pm the attacks had all been repulsed 

with heavy casualties.79  

 

Meanwhile two of Jackson’s divisions, under Maj. General Richard 

Stoddert Ewell and Brig. General Charles Sydney Winder, finally got 

into position opposite Porter’s right after a confused and circuitous 

march.  They attacked at 4:30 pm after repeated urging by Lee.  Sykes 

held firm.  

 

With the sun setting, Lee launched his entire force simultaneously 

against the Federals to win the day by strength of numbers.  By 6:30 

pm he had amassed some 50,000 men to assault Porter’s line, the 

largest single attack the AoNV would make in the war.  Spearheaded by Brig. General John Bell Hood’s 

brigade, the Confederates swarmed toward the Union position and broke into V Corps’ lines all along 

the front, capturing much of Porter’s artillery.  Increasing darkness and a desperate Union charge by 

Brig. General Philip St. George Cooke’s cavalry brigade halted the Confederate advance, enabling the 

Federals to withdraw from the field and march toward the Chickahominy River bridges, which they 

destroyed after crossing.  

 

Late on the night of June 27, McClellan, ill and exhausted, directed that the army’s wagon trains start 

south via the road passing White Oak Swamp, Glendale, and Malvern Hill to Harrison’s Landing on the 

James River.  The troops would follow in their wake.  He remained a passive figure, showing little 

offensive initiative and waiting for Lee to dictate the events of the campaign.  McClellan’s orders 

reflected this mindset — he ordered his corps to begin the movement to the James the next day, June 

28, with Keyes’ in the lead, then Porter’s battered brigades, followed by the rest of the army.  The huge 

supply base at the White House plantation near Eltham’s Landing was abandoned.80  

 

The Battle of Gaines’ Mill was the largest and bloodiest of the Seven Days Battles and an unquestioned 

defeat for McClellan’s army, though not a decisive one.  Jackson’s slowness had been a major factor, but 

Lee, too, was at fault.  He had not coordinated his divisions effectively.  As described by Esposito, “There 

appears to be no valid explanation for Jackson’s dereliction, which frustrated Lee’s entire plan.  This was 

the first of four occasions within the next seven days when Jackson would fail to display initiative, 

resourcefulness, or dependability – the very qualities that were later to raise him to the stature of one 

of the foremost military leaders.”81  

 

On the Union side, Porter had fought well unassisted for two days while McClellan had held the 

remainder of the AoP virtually inactive.  Porter suffered almost 7,000 casualties, including 2,800 

prisoners, and had to leave the field.  Lee’s army suffered some 9,000 men killed, wounded, and missing.  

Porter’s retreat is what forced McClellan to change his logistical base to the James River.82  Unable to 

Maj. General James Longstreet 
(Public Domain) 



find a flank to get around, Lee's men instead had broken three consecutive Union lines by direct attack. 

They had won the first full-fledged Confederate victory in Virginia since First Manassas.  Gaines Mill was 

Lee's largest single attack of the war, and it was his first victory.83  

 

Retreat to the James River 

 

McClellan spent June 28 directing the movement of his supplies and trains from Savage’s Station 

southward, leaving his corps commanders to plan and execute their individual parts of the retreat.  His 

decision to retreat made little sense.  Only one of five corps had been engaged that day (albeit all had 

been engaged at one time or another in the campaign thus far), and it had acquitted itself well.  

McDowell (I Corps), Banks, and Frémont had been formed into a new army under Maj. General John 

Pope and given the mission to move south and support McClellan.  McClellan knew this, but his 

excessive caution and concern about being outnumbered controlled his actions. 

 

Meanwhile, Lee remained north of the 

Chickahominy with his main body, 

probing to discover McClellan’s 

intentions.  He sent Stuart east and 

south to recon, but Stuart resorted 

again to raiding and was of little 

assistance for the next three days.  

When late in the afternoon Lee 

discovered that the AoP was moving 

south, he determined to catch it north 

of White Oak Swamp and Glendale 

and defeat it in detail.   Huger and 

Magruder were to attack the next day 

at Savage’s Station, while Jackson’s troops harried the Union retreat from the north.  A. P. Hill and 

Longstreet moved their divisions across the Chickahominy to strike the Union flank to the south.  Poor 

staff work hindered Lee’s understanding of the situation and hampered execution of his plans.  

 

Savage’s Station (June 29) 

 

On June 29, the AoP continued its march toward the James.  Porter’s V Corps held Malvern Hill, while 

Keyes’ IV Corps extended the line north.  II, III, and VI Corps were at Savage’s Station on the Richmond 

and York River Railroad covering the last withdrawal of the army’s stores.  All supplies that could not be 

moved were destroyed.  McClellan left behind thousands of men who were too seriously ill or wounded 

to be moved.  McClellan himself rode south without designating a second in command.  Three battles 

Ruins of White House Landing, VA, after the Federal abandonment  
Library of Congress 



were to be fought in the coming days without McClellan’s presence or direction (although you would 

not know that from McClellan’s correspondence).84  

 

During the morning of June 29, Magruder advanced east along the 

Williamsburg Road to probe the Union line at Savage’s Station.  Lee 

had ordered him to attack and fix the Union rear guard in place while 

Jackson’s army hit their northern flank and Huger moved southward 

toward White Oak Swamp.  Instead, Magruder halted his men when 

they encountered the first Federal outposts of Sumner’s II Corps.  

After wasting hours in a futile effort to concentrate more troops, 

Magruder finally attacked Savage’s Station in the late afternoon.  

After a short but sharp engagement, both sides disengaged.  Sumner’s 

troops also delayed Huger’s advance, while Jackson’s command 

remained idle all day north of the river repairing bridges and did not 

get into the fray – the third time in the campaign he failed.85  

 

The Confederates had missed a 

golden opportunity to hit 

McClellan’s retiring column.  Had 

Magruder attacked as ordered, he 

would have held a considerable part of the Federal army in place 

and opened the way for Huger to get in its rear.  Instead, he fought 

only mixed elements of II and VI Corps.  Federal command confusion 

had opened up gaps in the line after Heintzelman86 had decided on 

his own initiative to withdraw III Corps in the afternoon, and 

(unbeknownst to Franklin) McClellan had acceded to Slocum’s 

request to withdraw his division late in the day.  Having escaped 

from a precarious position, the Federals spent the night retiring 

southward in a rainstorm. 

 

Glendale, a.k.a Frayser’s Farm (June 30) 

 

The road to the James River headed south from Savage’s Station for five miles before crossing White 

Oak Swamp two miles north of the Glendale crossroads.  All Federal troops and trains had to pass the 

intersection and travel south along the Willis Church Road.  Congestion necessitated a pause at Glendale 

on June 30.  McClellan set up a defense of two divisions under General Franklin covering the White Oak 

Swamp, posting the rest of his available troops west of Glendale to defend the road network.  He issued 

no further orders and rode south to the James.  At 4:00 pm, he boarded the gunboat Galena on the 

James River, effectively abdicating battlefield control of the AoP.  By seniority, General Sumner was in 

charge at Glendale.87   

 

Maj. General Benjamin Huger 
Library of Congress 

Brig. General Samuel P. Heintzelman 
Library of Congress 



Hoping to capture the stalled Union supply trains and cut off Franklin 

from the rest of the AoP, Lee sent Magruder and the division of Maj. 

Gen. Theophilus H. Holmes southward toward Malvern Hill while A. P. 

Hill, Longstreet, Huger, and Jackson converged on the Glendale 

intersection.  The plan miscarried.  Cannon fire from Union batteries 

on Malvern Hill and gunboats on the James repulsed Holmes, while 

Magruder spent the day marching and countermarching in response 

to changing orders from Lee.  Huger found the Charles City Road 

blocked by trees felled by Union pioneers, spent the day cutting a new 

path through thick forest, and took no part in the battle.  Jackson 

likewise moved cautiously, and his advance stalled at White Oak 

Swamp, about two miles north of the intersection.  This left only the 

divisions of A. P. Hill and Longstreet advancing up the Darbytown and 

Long Bridge roads toward Glendale, where fierce fighting erupted 

between the attackers and the Union divisions of Brig. Generals Kearny, Hooker, and McCall.  Thanks to 

Jackson’s passivity, Sumner was eventually able to transfer Sedgwick’s division from White Oak Swamp 

to Glendale to reinforce.  Heavy fighting continued until 8:30 pm, but when darkness fell, the 

intersection remained in Union hands.  

During the night, Sumner withdrew 

three miles down the Willis Church 

Road to Malvern Hill. 

 

Again Esposito, “Huger’s timidity, 

Magruder’s vacillation, and Jackson’s 

lethargy – plus poor staff work and 

the difficulties of concentrating forces 

directly on the field of battle – 

combined to thwart [Lee’s] intentions.  

Huger, slowed by obstructions placed 

by Union troops…made no attempt to 

move by other roads and failed to 

participate in the battle.  Magruder, undecided whether to support Holmes or Longstreet (Lee had 

specified the former), marched and countermarched without actually supporting either.  Jackson, again 

dawdling, spent the entire day north of the creek, making feeble efforts to cross and attack Franklin.”88  

 

Malvern Hill, a.k.a Poindexter’s Farm (July 1) 

 

After being dispersed for days in retreat, the AoP was now fused into one compact mass on the 

northern end of Malvern Hill, with Porter’s V Corps holding the left and center, and Brig. General Darius 

N. Couch’s IV Corps division and Sumner’s entire II Corps to the right and right rear.  Open ground 

several hundred yards to their front gave the Union troops excellent fields of fire.  After inspecting the 

line in the morning, McClellan retired to a Navy ship along the James River where he would remain for 

White Oak Swamp, 1860s 
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most of the day.  He turned over control of the field to Porter, despite the fact that Sumner outranked 

Porter.89   

 

Central to the Union defense was Brig. General Henry Jackson Hunt’s 

reserve artillery, combined with the various corps and divisional 

artillery batteries, totaling 107 cannons.  Hunt set up an intricate fire 

plan that allowed him to concentrate 30 or more cannons onto one 

target.  Most of the Union gunners under Hunt’s control were highly 

trained regular artillerists.  

 

The AoNV, too, was converging.  This would be the first time in the 

Seven Days that it was united on the same field.  It approached 

Malvern Hill on July 1 from three directions.  Holmes’ division 

skirmished along the River Road, while Magruder’s command came 

onto the field from the northwest via Carter’s Mill Road.  Jackson’s 

men marched via the Willis Church Road and deployed northeast of 

the Federal line.  Lee planned a converging attack on the Federals and 

wanted to use his artillery to first soften up the position.  The fire of Hunt’s cannon suppressed many of 

the Southern batteries, and infantry probes toward Malvern Hill met with bloody repulses.  Confederate 

shelling, however, had a cumulative effect.  Most of their cannon fire overshot the main Union battle 

line, striking their infantry reserves.  The situation caused Sumner to pull his infantry back to a sheltered 

swale and to order Porter to follow suit.  Porter refused to abide by Sumner’s command and instead 

shifted some of his troops along the line to take the place of Sumner’s departing regiments. 

 

Lee witnessed these movements and interpreted them as a Federal retreat.  Several of his subordinates 

also reported the same information, prompting Lee to order an immediate attack.  Lee envisioned a 

grand coordinated assault, but it did not develop as expected.  The Southern attacks were 

uncoordinated and piecemeal (first by D. H. Hill, then Jackson, and finally Huger), and suffered high 

losses from the combined salvos of Hunt’s batteries.  A. P. Hill and Longstreet never entered the fray.   

By dark the battle lines had stabilized back in their starting positions, although firing continued into the 

night. 

 

Just before 9:00 pm, Porter reported to McClellan: “We have driven the enemy beyond the battlefield ... 

we will hold our own and advance if you wish.”  Instead McClellan, true to form, concerned about 

Stuart’s cavalry operating east of Malvern Hill and threatening communications between that point and 

the James, ordered a retreat to Harrison’s Landing, nine miles from Malvern Hill.  The Federals withdrew 

during the night, and by dawn only a small rearguard force of cavalry and infantry held the hill.  

Confederate casualties at Malvern Hill were about 5,600, while the Union lost 3,000 men.88  

 

Malvern Hill was the last of the Seven Days Battles.  In the week of June 25 through July 1, some 85,000 

Confederates and 90,000 Federals battled outside the Confederate capital; the fighting cost 20,000 

Confederate casualties against 16,000 losses for the Union.  “I doubt whether more severe battles have 

Maj. General Fitz John Porter 
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ever been fought,” wrote McClellan although he personally witnessed little of the action.89  Lee’s troops 

followed the retreating Federals and reconnoitered McClellan’s position at Harrison’s Landing.  A probe 

by Stuart’s cavalry demonstrated the strength of the Union defenses, and Lee opted not to attack.  The 

Confederates pulled back to the vicinity of Malvern Hill, exhausted and bloodied but successful in their 

bid to protect Richmond.  Although bloodied, the AoP was still strong, albeit somewhat demoralized by 

the withdrawal from Malvern Hill.  It remained at Harrison’s Landing until mid-August, when it was 

moved back to the Washington area. 

 

The Road Forward  

 

Union failures in the Shenandoah Valley and the Virginia Peninsula led President Lincoln to reevaluate 

the war and the men leading it.  Clearly, the conflict was going to be longer and harder than everyone 

had hoped, and if the Union was to prevail it would have to resort to more stringent measures.  The War 

Department had stopped recruiting in May feeling confident that victory was near, but after realizing 

this mistake President Lincoln called for an additional 300,000 volunteers in July.  Meanwhile, Radical 

Republican politicians in Congress began pushing for tougher measures against the Confederate States.  

Some even suggested that McClellan’s timidity in the field and his orders to respect the property of 

rebellious civilians bordered on treason.90  

 

Lincoln made two important decisions about the war’s conduct.  On July 11, he appointed Maj. General 

Henry Wager Halleck as general in chief of the Army, rebuffing McClellan’s desire to be reinstated to 

that post.  Halleck was a noted soldier-scholar who had been connected with several victorious 

campaigns in the Western Theater (encompassing Pea Ridge, Island No. 10, Forts Henry and Donelson, 

Shiloh, and Corinth), although he was not what soldiers would call a “battlefield general.”  He assumed 

his new duties on July 22, 1862.  

 

Convinced by the miscarried Shenandoah Campaign of the disadvantages of divided command, 

President Lincoln made another change in the summer of 1862: he consolidated Union forces in the 

Shenandoah Valley and Northern Virginia into the Army of Virginia.  To command the new army, he 

appointed Maj. General John Pope, a Kentuckian with a reputation for aggressiveness and a solid 

combat record in the Western Theater. 

 

Analysis 

 

During the spring and summer of 1862, the Union Army fought some of its largest battles to date in 

Virginia.  The Union soldiers often fought well, but erratic senior leadership hobbled their operations 

and led to defeat.  Poor coordination and communication hampered Union efforts in the Shenandoah 

Valley, while McClellan’s unsteady direction of the Richmond campaign had created opportunities for 

Confederate victory.  Nevertheless, the AoP generally remained confident in McClellan.  

 

President Lincoln’s tenure as commander in chief from March 11 to July 22 stands as one of the few 

times in American history when a president has exercised direct operational control over US forces.  It 



proved to be a failure as Jackson skillfully eluded the Federal net and distracted the War Department 

during a critical phase of McClellan’s advance on Richmond, with negative effects on the AoP’s 

operations and McClellan’s state of mind.  To his credit, Lincoln realized his limitations and, in July, took 

steps to rectify the situation.  

 

Even with President Lincoln’s mishandling of the broader situation, the AoP could have seriously 

endangered Richmond if McClellan had moved with alacrity.  As it was, the Peninsula Campaign was a 

tragic comedy of errors – more so on the Union side, but on both. 

 

One must wonder at the basic strategy of the campaign.  A case can be made that an amphibious 

turning movement starting with a landing at Urbanna was operationally sound provided it was 

accompanied by a bold thrust towards Richmond in order to get between it and Johnston’s Army of the 

Potomac and then fighting Johnston on ground of McClellan’s choosing.  (Support from I Corps moving 

overland from Centreville would have been most helpful, but even the threat of such a coordinated 

movement would have affected Johnston’s planning and dispositions.)  Of course, robust campaigning 

and rapidly capitalizing on fluid battlefield situations were not among McClellan’s strengths, despite his 

braggadocio.   

 

Once Johnston pulled his army south in anticipation of such a flanking move, McClellan’s decision to 

move the landing point to Fort Monroe versus a direct overland movement of the AoP southward from 

Centreville is questionable.  East of the Chickahominy the Virginia Peninsula was narrow and constricted, 

unsuitable to rapid maneuver against an entrenched enemy unless one had control of either or both the 

York and James rivers, which McClellan did not – a situation he did not appreciate until he himself 

arrived at Fort Monroe on April 2, a thoroughly surprising failure in planning given its importance.  Add 

to this the problem of moving supplies forward over the few country roads – a problem made even 

more problematic by the often-torrential spring rains and resulting mud.  (McClellan’s correspondence 

during this period is replete with mentions and consternation.)  Even when the peninsula widens, the 

Chickahominy and its swampy tributaries obstruct the eastern approach to Richmond. 

 

It eventuated that McClellan took a month to prepare to besiege and capture Yorktown, allowing 

Johnston time to relocate his army to confront McClellan and contest his approach to Richmond.  

Advancing methodically, McClellan would take almost two months before finally pressing the rebels into 

their works in front of Richmond.  Closing the ring, two Union corps moved south of the Chickahominy 

and were then cut off when rain swelled the river.  Johnston attacked the isolated corps on May 31 at 

Seven Pines.  The attack stalled McClellan’s advance, but Johnston was wounded and replaced by Lee – 

an iconic command shift that changed the nature of the war in Virginia for the next two years. 

 

Seven Pines rattled McClellan.  His advance stalled for almost the entire month of June while Lee 

fortified Richmond in order to free troops for a counterattack.  Lee seized the initiative on June 26 with a 

series of daily attacks culminating at Malvern Hill on July 1.  McClellan retreated southeast after each 

fight, and after Malvern Hill, with both sides exhausted, the campaign was effectively over.  McClellan 

had spent over eight months preparing the AoP for active campaigning91 (a task for which he is justly 



recognized), moved it to Fort Monroe via water transport, then took two months getting it to the gates 

of Richmond, whereupon his offensive stalled for four weeks.  Lee spent that four weeks reorganizing 

the Confederate (Johnston’s) Army of the Potomac into the AoNV (while in contact with the AoP, no 

less) in preparation for assuming the offensive and then in seven days destroyed McClellan’s campaign.  

From our vantagepoint in time, McClellan had good reason to be rattled. 

 

Meanwhile, Lincoln brought Pope from the Western Theater to take command of a new army outside 

Washington.  Christened the Army of Virginia on June 26, this new force was intended to move south 

and draw pressure from McClellan, but never did.  On August 3, McClellan was ordered to abandon his 

campaign, leave the Peninsula, and combine forces with Pope.  Pope’s primary objective became 

protecting Washington until joined by the AoP.   

 

McClellan was charismatic, dashing, and gave all outward 

appearances of being a strong, dashing, competent military leader – 

until the fighting started.  His strengths were in organization, 

training, and securing the loyalty of his soldiers.  Overshadowing 

these strengths were his compelling weaknesses of character — vain, 

defensive, self-aggrandizing, paranoid,92 avoiding responsibility and 

deflecting blame, trouble making field command decisions, overly 

cautious, delusional when it came to estimating enemy strength 

(delusions exacerbated by the spurious, continual inflated 

intelligence reports from Allan Pinkerton, head of the Union 

Intelligence Service at the time), and perceiving conspiracies by 

those above him.  Overall, “a cautious, timorous man...frightened 

by war”.93  And he was political to a fault.  He fared well with 

President Lincoln in 1861, became his nemesis in 1862, and his 

political foe in 1864. 

 

Longstreet’s performance was mixed.  He did well in command of the rearguard for Johnston’s 

withdrawal up the peninsula after evacuating Yorktown.  At Williamsburg, Johnston reported he was “a 

mere spectator, for General Longstreet’s clear head and brave heart left me no apology for 

interference.”94   But at Seven Pines, in command of fifteen brigades, he delayed, caused confusion, and 

altered orders.  He does not deserve all of the blame for this defeat, but likely deserves the majority of 

it.  As deduced by John Mason, “In his defense, Longstreet was new to division command, never mind 

commanding what amounted to a corps in a major assault across terrain that could best be described as 

unfriendly.  Had he been simply commanded his division, his actions might have been acceptable.  

Unfortunately, this is not the case.  Longstreet had been given command of the entire right wing of the 

Confederate army and entrusted with a plan that required coordination and cooperation.  He facilitated 

neither.”95  Longstreet went on to perform well at Gaines’ Mill and Glendale, exceeding Jackson’s 

performance, but not so well at Malvern Hill – cockily underestimating the strength of the Union 

position on Malvern Hill and overestimating Lee’s artillery strategy.  At the end of the day, though, the 

Confederate defeat was not Longstreet’s fault.  It was Lee’s ineffective control over his commanders.96 

Pinkerton with President Lincoln and 

Maj. General John A. McClernand 
Wikipedia 



 

Jackson’s performance was the most problematic of the senior Confederate commanders in the Seven 

Days because, historically anyway, more was expected of him.  For most of the time, he wasn’t where he 

was supposed to be when he was supposed to be there; and, from all reports, he was ineffectual, listless 

and confused.  There were various reasons for this – ambiguous orders in some cases, moving his troops 

in unfamiliar territory in a fast-paced offensive, and personal nuance such as his respect for the Sabbath 

– but the primary reason seems to have been fatigue.  He had been actively campaigning throughout 

March, April and May in the Shenandoah Valley, shifted his main force to the AoNV in mid-June, 

traveled ahead to coordinate with Lee, and then thrown into action in the Seven Days upon arrival.  

“Leaving his soldiers en route, Jackson met with Lee at his headquarters east of Richmond on June 23, 

along with the generals A.P. Hill, D.H. Hill (no relation) and James Longstreet, to work out the details of 

Lee’s plan for the campaign.  To get there, Jackson traveled 52 miles in a mere 14 hours…[When t]he 

conference concluded, Jackson rode 40 miles through the rainy night to rejoin his troops and prepare for 

battle.”97   One wonders how he was able to manage it at all. 

 

The Seven Days was a turning point in the Eastern Theater.  Lee had taken command and, within a 

matter of days, struck Union forces to move them away from Richmond.  With his assumption of 

command, the war changed; it took a new course for the next two years.  He would henceforth shape 

the contours of campaigns.  He exerted the most influence on the one on the battlefield and in the 

theater, he would force upon this opponents what he wanted to do to them.98   

 
I dove into the Peninsula Campaign to follow Jackson (as we will continue to do in future articles), but 

the larger story of the campaign really is McClellan.  Jackson did what he did, as did Lee and Longstreet.  

Each were still developing their skills, and each would achieve new heights in coming battles and 

campaigns. McClellan, though, was fully formed by this point, his weaknesses in full bloom if not fatally 

apparent yet to Washington.  He, truly, was the central figure, the principal dramatis personae, on the 

Peninsula. 

 

“I know that a few thousand men more would have changed this battle from a defeat to a victory – as it is the Govt 

must not & cannot hold me responsible for the result. 

“I feel too earnestly tonight – I have seen too many dead & wounded comrades to feel otherwise than that the Govt 

has not sustained this Army.  If you do not do so now, the game is lost. 

“If I save this Army now I tell you plainly that I owe no thanks to you or any other persons in Washington – you have 

done your best to sacrifice this Army.” 

McClellan to Stanton, early morning hours June 28, 1862 (following the Battle of Gaines Mill) 99 

 

 
 

Many thanks to Jeff Ewing, John Mason, and Arley McCormick for their valuable guidance and editorial support.  --
Emil 
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1 “Stonewall Jackson’s Valley Campaign”, Justin Johnson, American Military History Podcast, Episode 143. 

2 https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Shenandoah_Valley_During_the_Civil_War.  Note that the Shenandoah 

Valley is part of the Great Appalachian Valley, which extends from Alabama (the Coosa Valley) northward through 

Georgia, Tennessee, and Virginia (the Shenandoah Valley), into Maryland and Pennsylvania (the Cumberland 

Valley, et al), on through New York into Vermont and Quebec, Canada – a total distance of some 1,200 miles.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Appalachian_Valley.  No part of this string of valleys played as important a 

role in the Civil War as the Shenandoah Valley, though, including the Coosa Valley in Alabama extending northeast 

through northwestern Georgia – the area of so much fighting around Chattanooga, Tennessee (1863) and the early 

part of the Atlanta Campaign (1864). 

3 “Stonewall in the Shenandoah, 1862”, Albert A. Nofi, “Strategy and Tactics” no. 67, March/April 1978, 5. 

4 The Virginia Campaigns: March-August 1862, Christopher L. Kolakowski; Washington, D.C., Center of Military 

History (CMH) Publication 75-5, 2016; 12. 

5 “[While Jackson had] to defend the northern end of the Shenandoah … the most strategic site was at the other 

end of the valley.  The town of Staunton could not be lost; it was the western railhead of the Virginia Central 

Railroad, the major communication link between the upper Shenandoah Valley and Richmond.”  Stonewall Jackson: 

The Man, the Soldier, the Legend, James I. Robertson, Jr.; New York: Simon & Schuster Macmillan, 1997; 326.  

6 Nofi, ibid. 

7 In a letter to Confederate Congressman Alexander Robinson Boteler, March 3, 1862.  Robertson, 330. 

8 Terrain is always a factor in determining strategy, but not the only factor.  Others include mission/objective, 

friendly forces available; enemy forces and capabilities, weather, lines of communications, logistical constraints, 

and so forth.  Their relative importance is situation-dependent. 

9 Kolakowsk, 11 

10 All known engagements, actions, skirmishes, and battles involving 250 or more men on either side are given here, 

with losses indicated in parentheses where known.  All figures are approximate and estimates often vary by source.  

Bold italic (and lightly shaded in gray) has been used to denote the victor where one is readily apparent, but in 

many small affairs no real victor emerges, and so none is shown.  The chart is adapted from Nofi, 10. 

Date Action 
Forces Engaged 

References (not cited in main text) 
Union Confederate 

Jan 3-4 Bath 500 1,400 https://www.mycivilwar.com/battles/620103.html  

Jan 7 Blue’s Gap 
(near Romney) 

1,800 3,200 (35+) https://www.mycivilwar.com/battles/620107a.html  
http://www.wvculture.org/history/sesquicentennial/18

620107.html  

Feb 13 Bloomery Gap 750 500 (65) http://www.wvculture.org/history/sesquicentennial/18
620214.html  

http://romneycampaignsimulation.blogspot.com/2016/
10/bloomery-gap-landers-last-fight.html  

Mar 7 Winchester 1200 600 http://www.angelfire.com/va3/valleywar/battle/figure
7.html  

Mar 
22 

Kernstown 1000 600 
https://www.nps.gov/abpp/shenandoah/svs3-1.html 

https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Shenandoah_Valley_During_the_Civil_War
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http://www.angelfire.com/va3/valleywar/battle/figure7.html
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Mar 
23 

Kernstown 6,000 (590) 4,200 (720) https://www.battlefields.org/learn/civil-
war/battles/kernstown  

Mar 
24 

Newtown 1,200 500  

Mar 
28 

Middletown 400 500  

Apr 1 Stoney Creek 1,200 500  

Apr 12 Monterey 800 500  

Apr16 Columbia 
Furnace 

250 50 (50) http://www.angelfire.com/wv/wasec6/place_columbia
_furnace.html  

Apr 17 Rude’s Hill 500 400 http://stonesentinels.com/less-known/mt-
jackson/jackson-rudes-hill-wm/  

Apr 17 Holly River 400 1,000  

Apr 19 Luray Bridges 1,000 100 (100) https://www.virginia.org/listings/HistoricSites/WhiteHo
useBridgeCriticalCrossing1862ValleyCampaign/  

May 7 McDowell 300 500  

May 8 McDowell 6,500 (260) 6,000 (500) https://www.battlefields.org/learn/civil-
war/battles/mcdowell  

May 
23 

Front Royal 1,000 (900) 4,000 (55) http://www.shenandoahatwar.org/history/battle-of-
front-royal/  

May 
23 

Buckton 600 500 https://civilwartalk.com/threads/forgotten-civil-war-
battlefield.134701/  

May 
24 

Middletown 1,800 3,000 http://maineatwar.bangordailynews.com/2015/07/15/
horsemen-in-the-valley-part-iii-the-middletown-

disaster/  

May 
25 

Winchester 6,500 
(2,000) 

16,000 (400) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Battle_of_Winchest
er  

May 
28 

Wardensville 600 500 https://webcroft.blogspot.com/2010/06/new-civil-war-
marker-in-wardensville.html  

May 
30 

Front Royal 500 (14) 300 (200) http://www.shenandoahatwar.org/the-battles-of-front-
royal-and-first-winchester/  

Jun 2 Tom’s Brook 800 600 http://www.shenandoahatwar.org/history/battle-of-
toms-brook/  

Jun 6 Harrisonburg 1,000 800 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Good%27s_Far
m  

Jun 8 Port Republic 600 500 https://www.geni.com/projects/The-Battles-of-Cross-
Keys-and-Port-Republic-June-8-9-1862-US-Civil-

War/23833  

Jun 8 Cross Keys 15,000 
(650) 

6,500 (300) https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Cross_Keys_Battl
e_of#start_entry  

Jun 9 Port Republic 5,000 
(I,000) 

6,000 (800) https://www.battlefields.org/learn/maps/battle-port-
republic  

11 Robertson, 287. Virginia Governor John “Honest John” Letcher considered Major Jackson, upon his nomination to 

be a Colonel in the Virginia State Militia, to be commander of the 12th (Petersburg) Regiment of Virginia Volunteers 

when it formed in April 1861.  “Considered a crack regiment, the 12th represented a plum assignment, but Jackson’s 

reputation of being ‘an eccentric and ascetic disposition’ the assignment.  The regiment’s officers protested so 

strongly that Letcher assigned him elsewhere.”  The Petersburg Regiment in the Civil War: A History of the 12th 

Virginia Infantry from John Brown’s Hanging to Appomattox, 1859-1865, John Horn; Eldorado Hills: Savas Beatie, 

2019; 15-16.  Governor Letcher instead assigned now-Colonel Jackson on April 27 to take command at Harpers 

Ferry, Virginia, the first step towards his eventual command (following the First Battle of Bull Run and promotion to 
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Major General) of the Valley District with headquarters in Winchester, Virginia.  The rest, as they say, is history.  

The 12th subsequently was assigned to defend Norfolk, Virginia (where it became the 12th Virginia Volunteer 

Infantry Regiment in the Confederate States Army in July).  One can only imagine how things might have gone for 

the Confederacy in the Valley and on the Peninsula (not to mention First Bull Run) had Jackson led the 12th early on 

rather than received eventual assignment to the Valley.   

12 Nofi, 6. 

13 See http://civilwarintheeast.com/CSA/District_Valley/ValleyDistrict.php. 

14 The West Point Atlas of American Wars, Vol I, 1689-1900, Brig. General Vincent J. Esposito (USA, Ret.), ed.; New 

York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1959; map 39.  See also Armies in Gray: The Organizational History of the Confederat4e 

States Army in the Civil War, 1861-1865, Dan C. Fullerton; Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2017; 

123-124. 

15 Born in Waltham, Massachusetts on January30, 1816, Banks had little formal education.  Still, he studied law 

independently and was admitted to the bar at age 23.  In 1848, on his third try, he was elected to the 

Massachusetts State Legislature as a Democrat.  In 1852 he narrowly won election to the US House of 

Representatives, again as a Democrat but later switching to the American (or “Know Nothing”) Party.  He became 

Speaker of the House in February 1856.  He endorsed John C. Frémont for President in 1856.  In 1858 he was elected 

Governor of Massachusetts as a Republican, serving until January 1861.  President-Elect Lincoln considered him for 

a cabinet post, but instead granted him one of the first Major General of Volunteers positions, appointing him May 

16, 1861.  While he had no military background, he excelled in recruiting, morale, money and propaganda for the 

Union.  He was expelled from the Valley with the loss of some 30 percent of his force, and in August 1862 was again 

defeated by Jackson at Cedar Mountain on August 9, 1862.  He was given command of the Army of the Gulf in 

November 1862.  He was involved in the siege of Port Hudson, Louisiana, and the Red River Campaign.  Banks was 

mustered out of service in August 1865 and returned to Massachusetts politics and the US House of 

Representatives.  He died on September 1, 1894. 

16 Kolakowsk, 13. 

17 John Charles Frémont was born in Savannah, Georgia on January 21, 1813.  He was truly a complicated man: 

precocious, handsome, and daring; mercurial, headstrong, and unstable – certainly one of the more colorful 

individuals of the period.  Without the benefit of formal military training, he received an appointment in the army 

topographical engineers in 1838.  From 1842 until the outbreak of the Mexican-American War he led several 

expeditions through the American West, garnering the sobriquet “The Pathfinder”.  He played a leading role in  the 

conquest of California.  He resigned from the army on March 15, 1848, after being found guilty in a court-martial 

for mutiny and insubordination.  In 1850 he was elected to a one-year term as a U.S. senator from the newly-

admitted state of California.  In 1856, he was selected as the presidential candidate of the newly-formed 

Republican Party.  President Lincoln appointed him a major general in the Regular Army to rank from May 14, 1861, 

and assigned him to command the Department of the West with headquarters at St. Louis.  During the Civil War he 

was moved from command to command.  In 1864, he was nominated for the presidency by a coalition of Radicals, 

but subsequently withdrew from the race.  He served as territorial governor of Arizona from 1878 until 1887.  In the 

last of year of his life, he was restored to the army roster as major general on the retired list.  He died in New York 

City on July 13, 1890.  For more, see https://www.thoughtco.com/john-c-fremont-biography-1773598.  Also, for a 

good treatment of the exploration of the West, in which Frémont played such a role, see Blood and Thunder: An 

Epic of the American West, Hampton Sides; New York: Doubleday, 2006. 

18 The description of President Lincoln’s actions are drawn primarily from Peter Cozzens, “Shenandoah Valley 

Campaigns of 1862 and 1864” (featuring Peter Cozzens and Jeffrey Wert), VMI, Lexington, Virginia, https://www.c-
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span.org/video/?304999-4/shenandoah-valley-campaigns-1862-1864. Donald Stoker also provides a good 

description in The Grand Design: Strategy and the U.S. Civil War; New York: Oxford University Press, 2010; 145-152. 

19 Cozzens, ibid. 

20 Valley Pike is the principal road running north and south in the Shenandoah Valley, from Martinsburg to 

Staunton.  A macadamized road that enabled fast movement of heavy wagon trains and gun carriages even during 

rainy weather, it approximates today’s U.S. Route 11 and I-81.  An official report made by Lt. General Philip H. 

Sheridan published in July 1866 described the pike: “The city of Martinsburg…is on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, 

at the norther terminus of the Valley pike…running up the valley, through Winchester, and terminating at 

Staunton.” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Valley_Pike   Mount Jackson is north of Harrisonburg, about halfway to 

Strasburg. 

21 Esposito, map 49. 

22 Turner Ashby was born at “Rose Bank”, Fauquier County, Virginia on October 23, 1828.  He was home schooled, 

tutored, and attended a local private(?) school; he did not have any formal military education.  At the time of John 

Brown’s raid, Ashby gathered some mounted men and rode to Charles Town (close to Harpers Ferry), but Brown 

had already been captured.  Upon Virginia’s secession, his militia command was subsumed into the 7th Virginia 

Cavalry.  He rose from captain to colonel of the regiment in a matter of a few months.  An accomplished horseman 

and leader, he commanded Stonewall Jackson’s cavalry in the Valley Campaign and was promoted to brigadier 

general on May 23, 1862.  He was killed in action on June 6, 1862, while fighting a rearguard action a few miles 

south of Harrisonburg.  For more, see https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/ashby_turner_1828-1862#start_entry.  

23 During this action, Brig. General Richard Brooke Garnett ran afoul of Jackson.  He commanded the Stonewall 

Brigade at Kernstown.  During the attack, with his brigade low on ammunition and surrounded for forces attacking 

on three sides, Garnett ordered a retreat.  Jackson subsequently accused Garnett of disobeying orders (i.e., not 

obtaining Jackson’s approval to retreat).  He arrested Garnett for neglect of duty on April 1 and relieved him of 

command.  His court martial began in August, but was interrupted by operations surrounding the Second Battle of 

Bull Run.  Lee ordered Jackson to release Garnet from arrest and assigned him to command Brig. General George 

Pickett’s brigade in Lt. General Longstreet’s First Corps, AoNV.  He led the brigade credibly at Antietam and 

assumed permanent command on November 26 when Pickett returned to duty and was promoted to divisional 

commander.  Garnett was killed in “Pickett’s Charge” at Gettysburg on July 3, 1863, within 20 yards of the “Angle” 

on Cemetery Ridge. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_B._Garnett  

24 Irvin McDowell was born on October 15, 1818, at Columbus, Ohio. He graduated West Point in 1838 in the middle 

of his class, and from 1841 to 1845 taught there.  Some of his cadets would become Confederate generals he would 

meet on the battlefield.  On May 14, 1861, he was appointed a brigadier general in the Regular Army.  He had 

never commanded a unit of any size during his military career, yet in July he led the Army of Northeastern Virginia 

to Manassas.  (See “Opening Moves - Part 2, ‘One if by Land…’”, TVCWRT Newsletter, March 2019.)  Following his 

defeat in the Battle of First Bull Run, McDowell was made a major general of volunteers, leading to command of 

First Corps, AoP in 1862.  Following the Peninsula Campaign, he led Third Corps in Maj. General John Pope’s Army 

of Virginia.  The Second Battle of Bull Run did not go well for him. He was relieved of corps-level command and 

went into relative obscurity for two years before being appointed commander of the Department of the Pacific on 

July 1, 1864.  He became a major general of the Regular Army in 1872 after having commanded the Department of 

the East and the Department of the South.  In 1876 he took command of the Division of the Pacific until his 

retirement in 1882. He died on May 4, 1885 in San Francisco.  For more, see https://www.thoughtco.com/major-

general-irvin-mcdowell-2360430.  

25 Kolakowsk, 13, and Esposito, map 50. 
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26 Cozzens, ibid.  Also see Welcher, 82 and 87. 

27 During this time Jackson had a nasty confrontation with Ashby regarding Ashby’s performance and stripped him 

of 10 (of 21) cavalry companies, transferring them to the Stonewall Brigade (commanded by Brig. General Charles 

Sidney Winder).  Winder mediated between the two.  Jackson backed down, restoring those companies to Ashby’s 

command. 

28 James Shields was born in County Tyrone, Ireland, on May 10, 1810.  He came to America in 1826, settling in 

Kaskaskia, Illinois, where he soon became immersed in Illinois politics.  He became of member of the Illinois 

legislature in 1836 as a Democrat, served as a state auditor, and became a justice of the state supreme court.  

During the Mexican-American War he was a brigadier general of Illinois volunteers, was brevetted major general, 

and received the commendation of Winfield Scott.  He served as a senator from Illinois in the U.S. Senate 1849-

1855.  He failed at a reelection attempt but became a senator from Minnesota when it was admitted to the Union 

in 1858.  He was commissioned a brigadier general of volunteers on August 19, 1861.  He was lackluster in the 

Valley Campaign, after which he fades from attention.  He resigned from the army on March 28, 1863.  He wound 

up in Missouri where he lost an election to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1872 but was chosen to fill an 

unexpired term in the Senate in 1878.  This made him the only man to represent three different states in the U.S. 

Senate.  He died in Ottumwa, Iowa (MASH’s Corporal Walter Eugene "Radar" O'Reilly’s hometown) on June 1, 1879.  

For more, see https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/General_James_Shields,_Soldier,_Orator,_Statesman.  

29 Welcher, 88. 

30 Stoker, 150. 
31 For perspective: Harpers Ferry to Winchester: 30 miles 

Winchester to Strasburg: 17 miles 

Strasburg to Front Royal: 13 miles 

Front Royal to Manassas:  40 miles 

Strasburg to Woodstock: 11 miles 

Woodstock to Mount Jackson: 12 miles 

Mount Jackson to Harrisonburg: 24 miles 

Harrisonburg to McDowell: 35 miles 

Harrisonburg to Staunton: 23 miles 

32 Esposito, map 51. 

33
 See “Maryland, My Maryland”, TVCWRT Newsletter, May 2018. 

34 Cozzens, ibid. 

35 It would remain so named until Johnston, wounded on May 31 at the Battle of Seven Pines, stood down as 

commander.  When Lee assumed command on June 1, the Army of the Potomac was renamed the Army of 

Northern Virginia and carried that name for the rest of the war. 
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41 McClellan perceived a steady stream of Confederate reinforcements coming to Richmond.  In a July 26 letter to 

Maj. General Henry W. Halleck, McClellan said, “Allow me to urge most strongly that all the troops of Burnside & 

Hunter [together totaling some 35,000 men] – together with all that can possibly be spared from other points – be 

sent to me at once.  I am sure that you will agree with me that the true defense of Washington consists in a rapid & 

heavy blow given by this Army upon Richmond.  Can you possibly draw 15,000 or 20,000 men from the West to 

reinforce me temporarily?  They can return the moment we gain Richmond.  Please give weight to this suggestion – 

I am sure it merits it.”  On July 28 he again wrote Halleck, “Nothing especially new except corroboration of reports 

that reinforcements reaching Richmond from South.  It is not confirmed that any of Bragg’s troops are yet here. 

[General Braxton Bragg was in command of the Confederate Army of Tennessee.]  My opinion is more & more firm 

that here is the defense of Washington & and that I should be at once reinforced by all available troops to enable 

me to advance…”  (The Civil War Papers of George B. McClellan: Selected Correspondence, 1860-1865, Stephen W. 

Sears, ed.; New York: Ticknor & Fields, 1989; 372 and 375, respectively.)  Apparently, Halleck was not convinced 

McClellan would attack even had these reinforcements been provided.  Thus, arguably, the troops withheld to 

defend the Valley and the capitol would not have made any difference had they gone in the giant maw of 

McClellan. 
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44 McClellan became one of the more intriguing figures of the Civil War.  He graduated West Point in 1846 ranking 

second in his class of 59 – a class that contributed 20 full-rank general officers to the Union and Confederate 

armies.  A brevet second lieutenant in the Corps of Engineers, during the Mexican-American War he gained a highly 

favorable reputation for his engineering skills, earning brevets to first lieutenant and captain along the way.  After 

the war, he served in a variety of assignments, again faring well.  This included assignment (still as a captain) to a 

board of officers sent to Europe to study the Crimean War.  In 1855 he resigned his commission to become the chief 

engineer of the Illinois Central RR.  At the outbreak of the Civil War he was living in Cincinnati and was president of 

the Ohio & Mississippi RR.  On April 23, 1861 he became Major General of Ohio Volunteers with command of all the 

forces of the state.  Three weeks later, President Lincoln, without ever having seen him, appointed him major 
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of the Army.  (Generals in Blue: Lives of the Union Commanders, Ezra J. Warner; Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
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almost set-piece – in his approach to the enemy.  He lavished praise widely and often on his soldiers, but only on a 

few of his officers.  Often, he was not entirely unjustified but taken together they show his need for self-affirmation.  

His performance in western Virginia was not all that great, but it cleared what was a low bar at the time. He 

probably realized this.  In his reports and letters, he continually reaffirmed his value by, for example, denying delay 

attributable to him, pointing instead to the need for careful preparations, and with every day bringing the AoP 



closer to victory.  He touted himself a savior on the battlefield when the army was victorious and continually opined 

that the “next battle” would be decisive.  (The Civil War Papers of George B. McClellan: Selected Correspondence 

1860-1865, Stephen W. Sears, ed.; New York: Ticknor & Fields, 1989; chapters 4 and 5.)  He was an outstanding 

administrator and trainer, but not an effective field commander. (“Road to Richmond: The Peninsular Campaign, 

May-July, 1862”, Joe Angiolillo; Strategy and Tactics No. 60, March 1977; 5.)  Lee once said, “To be a good soldier 
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(https://www.historynet.com/robert-e-lee-quotes)  McClellan couldn’t quite get there. 
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great Bonaparte, he had to march back to Washington with no fanfare and parodied as the Grand Old Duke of York 
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a brig. General of volunteers, to rank from September 23, 1861.  He distinguished himself at Williamsburg by 

making a flanking attack on the Confederate left and securing victory for the Union attack.  McClellan remarked in 
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having received permission to cross the lines, was his best man.  Both were in uniforms, Lea in Confederate gray 

and Custer in Union blue.  Custer was so well received that he stayed for two weeks before returning to Union lines.  
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detached duty south of the James River.  He commanded the right wing at Gettysburg, where his performance was 

subject to later controversy.  At Chickamauga in September 1863, he has largely responsible for the Confederate 

victory, but was unsuccessful in a subsequent attempt to take Knoxville.  He was severely wounded by friendly fire 

in the Wilderness on May 6, 1864.  He rejoined his command before Petersburg and was with Lee at Appomattox.  

Having called him his “Old War Horse”,Longstreet and Lee parted ways on April 12, 1865.  Longstreet moved to 

New Orleans, and the two men never saw each other again.  After the war he settled in New Orleans and became a 

Republican and a personal friend of Grant., who as president made him US minister to Turkey in 1880.  He as also 

the commissioner of Pacific railroads under Presidents McKinley and Roosevelt, from 1897 to 1904.  He died at 

Gainesville, Georgia on January 2, 1904, the last of the high command of the Confederacy.  He is buried Alta Vista 

Cemetery in Gainesville, Georgia. Generals in Gray, Warner, 192-193. 
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85 Benjamin Huger was born in Charleston, South Carolina on November 22, 1805.  He graduated from West Point in 

the class of 1825 and had a distinguished career in the US Army including command of a number of US arsenals, 

membership on the Ordnance Board, and the post of chief of ordnance under General Winfield Scott in Mexico, for 

which service he received the brevets of major, lieutenant colonel, and colonel.  After the fall of Fort Sumter, he 

resigned his commission to enter the service of the Confederacy and was appointed brigadier general on June 17, 

1861, and major general on October 7.  Placed in command of the Department of Norfolk in May 1861, he believed 

himself too weak to withstand attack.  Accordingly, he dismantled his fortifications, destroyed much of the Gosport 

Navy Yard and facilities in nearby Portsmouth, and evacuated the city in May 1862.  He commanded a division at 

Seven Pines and during the Seven Days battles, but his record of accomplishment left much to be desired.  He was 

harshly criticized, leading to an investigation in the Confederate Congress.  Relieved of field command on July 12, 

1862, he was assigned as Inspector General of artillery and ordinance, his proper sphere.  He served in this capacity 

until the close of the war, mostly in the Trans-Mississippi Theater.  He died in Charleston, South Carolina on 

December 7, 1877, and is buried in Green Mount Cemetery, Baltimore.  Generals in Gray, Warner, 143-144. 
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appointed to West Point and graduated in 1826 in the same class as Albert Sidney Johnson.  From his graduation 

until the Mexican-American War he engaged mainly in routine garrison duties and in recruiting and quartermaster 

service.  In 1847-48 he won the brevet of major for gallantry at Huamantla and that of lieutenant colonel in 1851 

for his services in the Southwest.  He was commissioned colonel of the newly authorized 17th Infantry on May 14, 

1861, and three days later, brigadier general of volunteers with promotion to major general to rank from May 5, 

1862.  His star rose and fell in the Peninsula, described by Bruce Catton as “He somehow just missed being an 

effective corps commander.”  At First Bull Run he was wounded, and his division driven from the field despite heroic 

efforts to rally it.  At Yorktown, where he commanded III Corps, he advised McClellan that an assault on 

comparatively weak opposition would be impracticable.  At Seven Pines he accomplished little, and so it went.  

After Second Bull Run, he was employed successively in command of portions of the Washington defenses, the 

Northern Department, and on court-martial duty.  When peace came, he commanded in Texas for a time and then 

served on various boards until his retirement the rank of major general in 1860.  After briefly engaging in business 

in New York, he resided in Washington until his death on May 1, 1880.  He was buried at Forest Lawn Cemetery in 

Buffalo, New York. Generals in Blue, Warner, 227-228. 



87 Edwin Vose Sumner was the oldest corps commander in the Civil War.  Born on January 30, 1797, in Boston, his 

antecedents dated back to the very beginning of the settlement in Massachusetts.  He was commissioned directly 

into the Army in 1819 as a lieutenant in the 2nd Infantry.  He was known as “Bull Head” or simply “Bull” because a 

musket ball allegedly bounced off his head.  He became a captain of dragoons in 1833 and a major in 1846, serving 

chiefly on the Indian frontier.  He was distinguished in Mexico, receiving the brevets of lieutenant colonel and 

colonel, and a regular promotion to lieutenant colonel in 1848.  He continued to serve in the West and became 

colonel of the 1st Cavalry in 1855.  In 1861, upon the dismissal of General David E. Twiggs from the service, Sumner 

was appointed to succeed him as one of the three Regular Army brigadiers.  He had previously been Lt. General 

Scott’s choice to accompany President-elect Lincoln from Springfield to Washington.  When the corps organizations 

were established in the AoP, he was given command of II Corps, which he led in the Peninsula Campaign, during 

which he was wounded twice and extolled by McClellan for “extreme gallantry” and “judgment and energy”.  He 

was breveted major general for his performance during the Battle of Seven Pines and advanced to major general of 

volunteers on July 16 to rank from May 5.  He participated in the battles of Antietam and Fredericksburg, but upon 

the accession of Maj. General Joseph Hooker to command of the AoP, Sumner asked to be relieved of command.  

Assigned to the Department of Missouri, he died while in route there at Syracuse, New York, on March 21, 1863, 
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89 Fitz John Porter was born August 31, 1822, in Portsmouth, New Hampshire.  Despite coming from a naval family, 

he entered West Point in 1841.  He graduated in 1845, ranking eighth in his class.  Providing distinguished service in 

Mexico, he was brevetted to captain and major for gallantry under Scott.  From 1849 until 1855, Porter was 

assistant instructor of artillery at West point, and from 1857 until 1860, he served as Albert Sydney Johnston’s 

adjutant in the Utah expedition. At the outbreak of the Civil War he was in Washington and was immediately 

commissioned colonel of the 15th Regular Infantry and on August 7, to rank from May 17, he was made brigadier 

general of volunteers.  After service as chief of staff to Maj. General Robert Patterson in the Shenandoah Valley, 

McClellan brought him to Washington to assist in the training of the AoP.  This began a long, loyal relationship 

between the two, described by John Hay in a letter to John G. Nicolay in August 1885 as “the most magnificent 

soldier in the Army of the Potomac, ruined by his devotion to McClellan.”  As commander of V Corps he 

“demonstrated some of the finest defensive fighting of the war at Mechanicsville and Gaines’ Mill.”  After Malvern 

Hill, he was made a major general of volunteers and breveted a Regular brigadier general.  After departing the 

Peninsula, V Corps was transferred to Pope’s Army of Virginia.  Porter loathed Pope and went on record as such.  

This came back to haunt him after Second Bull Run when he was brought up on charges by Pope of disloyalty, 

disobedience, and misconduct in the face of the enemy.  He was relieved of command after Antietam, placed in 
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