Opening Moves
Part 1: “…Two if by Sea”
On April 17, 1861, a huge Confederate flag was raised on a 30-foot pole atop the Marshall House in Alexandria, Virginia. The
Washington Harold reported, “Senator [Benjamin Franklin “Buff”] Wade upon observing it with a glass from the President’s
room yesterday, expressed his regret to Mr. Lincoln that it should be tolerated; to which Mr. Lincoln replied that he did not think
it would wave long.” 1

A lot happened following the November 1860 US presidential election: state secessions, speeches,
declarations, organizing and reorganizing, the President-elect’s clandestine trip into Washington, and
lots of chest thumping and saber rattling. With the fall Ft. Sumter in Charleston harbor on April 12,
political momentum carried North and South into war — war on a scale, scope and ferocity; of
desperation, deprivation, casualties, and devastation; of a nation and people torn against itself — the
likes of which had not been seen in Europe or the Americas since The Thirty Years War (1618-1648).2
Many of us are familiar with the bigger campaigns and battles of the war, but neither army was up to
those at first. There were no grand strategies yet, just notions and expectations such as each side
suspecting the other of lack of stomach for a fight and expecting the other to cave after the first major
engagement. Each side groped forward to improve their military and political positions (physically and
strategically) — feeling out the other side; testing, probing. But events shaped thinking.3
In Opening Moves we look at engagements initiated in April and May 1861. While most are not major
battles in terms of number of soldiers involved or scope, they were important in that they provided
insight to each sides’ mindset. Interestingly, several of them involved water operations. That is what
this Part 1 is about. Let’s walk through them.
Establishing the Blockade – April 19, 1861
On April 15, 1861, the day after Ft. Sumter surrendered, President Lincoln called on each of the states
that had not (yet) seceded to raise 75,000 volunteers to recapture Ft. Sumter and quell the rebellion.4
President Davis countered with a call for 100,000 men.5 In spite of several states providing more
volunteers than asked for, on May 3 Lincoln gave a second call for an additional 42,000 men.6
Not surprisingly, some states balked. The governors of Arkansas, Kentucky, North Carolina, Tennessee,
and Virginia refused. Moreover, between April 17 and June 8, in response to President Lincoln’s call for
volunteers, four of these states seceded: Virginia (April 17), Arkansas (May 6), North Carolina (May 20),
and Tennessee (June 8), bringing the total of states in the new Confederacy to eleven. The four
remaining slave states that had strong pulls to the South remained (or were kept) in the Union – the socalled Border States: Missouri, Kentucky, Maryland, and Delaware. The stage was set.
The first moves were Confederate President Davis inviting applications for letters of marque (i.e., calling
for high seas privateers – private ships commissioned into Confederate service) on April 17, and

Lincoln’s declaration on April 19 of a blockade of the Confederacy’s Atlantic and Gulf coasts, South
Carolina to Texas – several thousands of miles of coastline characterized by ragged littoral full of inlets,
islands, interconnecting creeks and rivers, and shallow bays.7 These were strategic, offensive actions
that ultimately had crucial impact on the South’s ability to maintain its war effort. Confederate
privateering provided some relief to the blockade but proved insufficient to stave off defeat. The US
naval blockade proved crucial to Union victory, but by itself would have been insufficient.8 President
Lincoln would come to understand that the Confederacy could not be simply starved out, so to speak; it
had to be crushed.9
At the beginning of the war, even though the Confederate navy was virtually nonexistent, the size of the
US Navy was not up to the task of blockade. Moreover, Confederate privateers were instantly available
to harass Northern commerce and lay an extra burden on the Union blockade. The US Navy claimed 90
warships and some 9,000 officers and sailors, but no fewer than 48 of these ships were “in ordinary”
(i.e., laid up in reserve in an ordinary condition sans crew) or otherwise out of commission due to lack of
funds for repair and upkeep. Six of the laid-up ships were the largest and most modern ships in the US
fleet: a new mid-1850s class of steam-and-sail, screw propeller frigates, which included the USS
Merrimack. Of the remaining 42 operational vessels, only a dozen were “wooden-hulled steam cruisers;
the rest were obsolescent sailing ships, serving on past the time when steamers had proved superior in
speed and maneuverability.”10 Moreover, of these 42 serviceable vessels, “all but 11 were scattered all
over the world, showing the flag and providing security for the United States equally far-flung
commerce.”11 As the war got underway, though, the US Navy quickly grew to the task. With funds
flowing after the war began, by July 4 it had 82 ships in commission12 and 264 by December.
Lincoln proclaimed the blockade primarily to confine privateers, the first real national security threat
after preserving the Capital. This complemented Lincoln’s insightful view of simply destroying the
Confederacy’s fighting capability as quickly as possible. If the “insurrection” (Lincoln’s word) were not
suppressed, a continued blockade with a hardened purpose would become useful.13 In 1860, the South
was predominantly agricultural, highly dependent upon the sale of staples to a world market. By 1815,
cotton was the most valuable export in the United States; by 1840, it was worth more than all other
exports combined. But while the southern states produced two-thirds of the world's supply of cotton,
the South had little manufacturing capability. It had traded with the North for manufactured items, but
the war essentially stopped trade. (There was black market trade, but it was localized and of little
intrinsic support to the Confederacy.) The Confederacy had little industry in general to support a war of
survival. And it needed to export its principal cash crop – cotton – in order to finance the war.14
On April 27, Lincoln expanded the blockade to include Virginia and North Carolina even though North
Carolina had not yet officially seceded. The expanded blockade greatly inhibited (although never totally
prevented) the export of cotton (including, ironically, illicit trade with the North) and the smuggling of
war materiel into the Confederacy. US Secretary of State William Henry Seward recommended adopting
a blockade shortly after the battle of Ft. Sumter; Secretary of the Navy Gideon Wells recommended a de
facto but undeclared blockade hoping to prevent foreign powers from granting a belligerent status.15
(Keep in mind that Cabinet-level Departments such as State, War (Army), and Navy were separate

agencies.) Lincoln sided with Seward. By July 1861 the blockade had a visual presence at or near all
major Southern ports connected by rail or navigable river to the Confederate interior*, but it was still
quite tenuous. It continued to grow in strength, reach, and effectiveness as the war waged on.16
* The principal Southern seaports were Norfolk, Virginia; Wilmington, North Carolina; Charleston, South Carolina;
Brunswick and Savannah, Georgia; Fernandina and Pensacola, Florida; Mobile, Alabama; New Orleans, Louisiana;
and Galveston, Texas. Note that Galveston was remote from the heartland of the Confederacy and had limited rail
connection into Texas, but it was the principal port of entry for the Trans-Mississippi Theater.

Confederates capture the Gosport Naval Yard, Portsmouth, VA – April 21, 1861
With the fall of Fort Sumter and President Lincoln’s subsequent call for 75,000 3-month state volunteers
(including 3,500 Virginians) to restore Federal properties taken in the South by force, Virginia’s Unionists
sought to maintain that state’s neutrality until the people's referendum approved of it, as mandated in
the State Assembly's call to Convention. But the Unionist bloc lost its influence, and on April 16 the
secessionist majority prevailed in a secret session of the Convention. The next day, former-Governor
Henry Wise announced that he had set the "wheels of revolution" in motion against the Union.
The Virginia Ordinance of Secession was signed April 17, to be ratified by statewide voting on the
following May 23. Not wanting to wait, two days after its signature and a month before the
referendum, the Confederate flag was raised over Virginia's capitol building, a delegation was sent to
vote in the Confederate Congress, state militias were activated, and a Confederate army was invited to
occupy Richmond. Approximately 360 Virginian militiamen moved on the federal arsenal at Harper’s
Ferry (manned by some 45 men). They seized the armory outpost, machines, and tools. After the Union
troops retreated across the Potomac River, the Confederate forces confiscated useful items such as
weapons, then set fire to the armory buildings and left nothing to salvage. Harper’s Ferry was a
strategic point commanding the confluence of the Potomac and Shenandoah Rivers and controlling the
Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, a major lifeline to the Washington, D.C.17
While the loss of the armory at
Harper’s Ferry was not good for the
Union, worse was to come in
northeastern Virginia. There was no
threat from a Confederate Navy at the
time, but the Gosport Navy Yard on
the Elizabeth River in Norfolk County,
Virginia (today the Norfolk Naval Yard
in the City of Portsmouth, Virginia),
the most important naval asset in the
Union, was threatened by Confederate
land attack. There were few troops and virtually no fortifications at the shipyard itself. The Virginians
bluffed the Federal troops by running a single passenger train into Norfolk with great noise and whistleblowing, then much more quietly sending it back west, and then returning the same train again. This

created the illusion of large numbers of arriving troops to the Federals listening in Portsmouth across
the Elizabeth River, just barely out of sight (a tactic used by others during the war, for example by CSA
Brigadier General Nathan Bedford Forrest near Cedar Bluff on May 3, 1863). During the night of April
20, Gosport’s commander, Commodore Charles Stewart McCauley, fearing he could not hold the yard
against the rebels (judgement call), believing (in error) that obstructions had been placed in the
Elizabeth River downstream, and without instructions from authorities in Washington, D.C.
(questionable initiative), ordered the evacuation and burning of the yard and the scuttling of ten ships
that could not be sailed away. This included the steam frigate Merrimack, later raised on May 30 by the
Confederates. Only the sailing frigate Cumberland escaped.18 The ruse had worked, and not a single
Confederate soldier was lost as the Union authorities abandoned the area, and retreated to Fort
Monroe across Hampton Roads.
This was a real prize for the Confederacy. Occupation of Gosport gave the
Confederates their only major shipyard, including the oldest continuously
operating dry dock in the country, machine shops, naval stores, and some
1,200 cannons, including hundreds of heavy guns that the Confederacy
subsequently deployed. Brigadier General Walter Gwynn (Virginia
Provisional Army), a former US Army engineer officer and former railroad
engineer and surveyor, commanded the Confederate defenses around
Norfolk. He sited and supervised the construction of batteries to defend the
navy yard in late April and early May, including the batteries at Sewell's Point,
both to protect Norfolk and Portsmouth and to control Hampton Roads.19
CSA BG Walter Gwynn

Battle of Sewell’s Point, VA – May 18-21, 1861
The Union had evacuated Gosport Naval Yard, but certainly had not forgotten it. The withdrawal set the
stage for the what some say was the first Union navy action against Confederate forces in the Civil
War.20 In addition to its blockade mission, the Union Navy played a decisive role in the coming Virginia
campaigns by giving the army advantages of mobility, greater firepower (not only on the coast but up all
navigable rivers), and, in the absence of a blue-water Confederate Navy to challenge it, solid lines of
communication against Confederate forces.
The blockade of the coast developed slowly as a result of constant and increasing demands for gunboats
in the Chesapeake Bay. Both sides secured as many strategic points as they could because both capitals
were accessible by this bay. The Union blockade of the Chesapeake Bay sealed off Norfolk and
Richmond (the largest of the South’s industrial areas), as well three rivers: the James (which provided
direct navigable access to Richmond), and the Nansemond and the Elizabeth (both having canal

connections to North Carolina).21 By
late afternoon on May 19, the
Confederates had installed three 32pound guns at the Sewell's Point
battery. When the Monticello began
to fire on the works at about 5:30pm,
the battery returned fire, driving off
the Monticello. Captain Peyton H.
Colquitt of the Columbus Light Guard
from Georgia commanded the battery.
He raised a Georgia state flag at the
battery since he did not have a Confederate flag. On May 21, the Monticello fired two shots at the
battery but again drew off when the battery returned fire.
The Sewell's Point battery and other batteries in the area engaged Union vessels on other occasions
over the next 12 months, including engagements of Union vessels or supporting fire against them during
the clash of the ironclads (the Union's USS Monitor and the Confederacy's CSS Virginia, formerly USS
Merrimack) during the Battle of Hampton Roads on March 9, 1862. Union Navy gunboats, including the
Monitor, shelled the Sewell's Point batteries and other targets in the area again on May 8, 1862. The
Confederates evacuated the Norfolk area on May 9-10, 1862, and Federal troops occupied Norfolk and
Portsmouth on May 10. When they arrived at Norfolk and Portsmouth, the Federal troops found that
the Confederates had abandoned the batteries at Sewell's Point and other fortified positions in the
vicinity.
The Battle of Aquia Creek, VA – May 29, 1861

South of Stafford, Virginia (NE of Fredericksburg)

Immediately after being given command of the military
and naval forces of Virginia on April 22, now-Major
General Robert E. Lee had the Virginia state navy
examine the defensible points on the Potomac River
and take measures for the establishment of batteries
to prevent Union vessels from navigating it. On April
24, Major Thomas H. Williamson of the Virginia Army
engineers and Lieut. H. H. Lewis of the Virginia Navy
examined the ground at Aquia Creek, and selected
Split Rock Bluff as the channel could be commanded
from that point by guns of sufficient caliber. The
battery at Aquia, one of several shore batteries set up
to block Union military and commercial vessels from
moving in the Chesapeake Bay and along the lower
Potomac River as well as for defensive purposes.

On May 8, Major Williamson began construction of fortifications at the Aquia Creek landing, at that
point mainly to protect the Fredericksburg and Potomac Railroad, which had its northern terminus at
the landing, from seizure by Union Army forces. By May 14, Captain Lynch and Lieutenant Lewis, along
with Commander Robert D. Thorburn and Lieutenant John Wilkinson of the Virginia State Navy, had
erected at Aquia a battery of 13 guns to protect the railroad terminal.
The battery was first spotted by the USS Mount Vernon on May 14, but the Mount Vernon made no
attack on the position. Since the first battery at Aquia was at the river level and intended mainly to
protect the railroad terminal, the Confederates strengthened defenses at Aquia before May 29 by the
addition of a second battery atop the bluffs to the south of the confluence of the Aquia Creek with the
Potomac River as originally selected by the scouting party.
On May 29, a converted 250 ton paddle-wheel
steamer mounting 3 guns, the USS Thomas
Freeborn of the Federal Potomac Flotilla attacked
to little effect. Confederate Captain Lynch reported
that the Thomas Freeborn fired 14 shots and only
wounded one man in the hand. On the following
day, May 30, the Thomas Freeborn returned with
the USS Anacostia, a 200-ton vessel with 2 guns,
and USS Resolute, which was half the size of the
Anacostia, and engaged the Confederate batteries
"The Attack on the Secession Batteries at Aquia Creek,
for several hours, again with little effect. The
Potomac River, by the U.S. Vessels Pawnee, Live Yankee,
largest guns of the squadron were 32-pounders.
Freeborn, Anacostia and Lioness, June 1, 1861." Line
On June 1, the Thomas Freeborn, Anacostia,
engraving, based on a sketch by an "Officer of the
Expedition" published in "Frank Leslie's Illustrated
Resolute, and the sloop-of-war Pawnee bombarded
Newspaper", 1861. Ships depicted are (from left to rightthe batteries for almost 5 hours, firing over 500
center, in the foreground): U.S. Tug Resolute (called
"Lioness" in the original text), USS Anacostia, USS Thomas
rounds. Captain Lynch reported no deaths or
Freeborn, USS Yankee (called "Live Yankee" in the original
injuries from the second and third days of shelling,
text) and USS Pawnee. A two-masted schooner is in the
only the death of a chicken and a horse. Lynch
right foreground.
added that his works sustained some damage,
houses in the rear were "knocked about", and the railroad was torn up in three or four places. Lynch
said that he returned fire sparingly in order to save ammunition and because he could fire only when the
ships came in view and range of his embrasures as the big guns could not be turned. Nonetheless,
during the fight both the Thomas Freeborn and the Pawnee took minor damage from the batteries and
required repairs. No Federal sailors were killed or seriously wounded. The ship to shore artillery dueling
inconclusive, the Union Navy was content with blockading Aquia Landing with gunboats until operations
were subsumed by McClellan’s Peninsula campaign.
Soon after the battle, on Sunday, July 7, the Confederates made first use of naval mines, unsuccessfully,
off the Aquia Landing batteries. The Confederates abandoned the batteries on March 9, 1862 as they
moved forces to meet the threat created by the Union Army's Peninsula Campaign.

Farther South – October 9, 1861 – January 1862
When Florida seceded from the Union in January 1861, state officials quickly ordered Florida troops to
seize key federal forts and arsenals throughout the
state. Pensacola, with the deepest harbor on the
Gulf coast, was home to the Pensacola Navy Yard.
At the beginning of 1861, it was garrisoned by only
82 Union soldiers. They moved from the mainland
(Forts Barrancas and McRee) to the more
defensible Fort Pickens on Santa Rosa Island.
Florida troops under Florida militia Colonel William
Henry Chase (who had designed and constructed
the fort as a captain in the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers), supported by soldiers from Alabama,
demanded its surrender. US Army Lieutenant Adam Jacoby Slemmer refused to give up the fort.22
Thus, in early 1861 the war could have easily started at Fort
Pickens rather than at Fort Sumter. However, a truce was
worked out at Pensacola in which the North agreed not to
reinforce the fort, and the South agreed not to attack it. On April
12, immediately following the Confederate bombardment of Fort
Sumter, Union forces landed near Pensacola to reinforce Fort
Pickens. The standoff at Pensacola continued for several
months, during which both sides built new cannon batteries and
brought in more personnel. The opposing forces engaged in
cannon duels many times but with little effect. Near the end of
the year, manning stood at about 7,000 men on the Confederate
side opposed by 2,000 Union soldiers around Fort Pickens. In
that time period, Union forces conducted a raid in which they
burned a southern ship. In early October the Confederates
launched a large, nighttime raid on Santa Rosa Island.23
USA BG Slemmer, by Mathew Brady

On October 9, Confederate forces landed approximately 1,000
- Walnutsantiques, Public Domain,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/
troops on the island in an assault that overran the camp of a
index.php?curid=9930035
th
Union army regiment, the 6 New York Infantry. However, the
Southern troops were forced to withdraw after Union reinforcements from Fort Pickens arrived on the
scene. In November, Union heavy guns at Fort Pickens started a two-day exchange of artillery fire with
Confederate-held forts on the mainland. A second exchange of fire took place in early January 1862.
The need to send Southern troops outside the state increased following Confederate defeats in
Tennessee in early 1862. By May 1862 Confederate forces completely withdrew from Pensacola, ending
the more than one-year standoff.24

Two other coastal forts remained in Union hands: Fort Taylor at Key West, Florida and Fort Jefferson at
Garden Key in the Dry Tortugas. Each contributed significantly to the Blockade. Key West had a good
harbor and light house, and was used as a naval station. Garden Key also had a naval station and light
house. The two straddled an important shipping lane close around the southern tip of Florida, pushing
Southern blockade runners farther out into the Gulf.
It is not my purpose here to detail Union blockade activity and Confederate countermeasures
throughout the war, but a few summary observations are in order. The blockade was firmly established
by mid-1862. Debate continues as to the extent of its effectiveness and impact on the Confederacy’s
war effort. Such debate notwithstanding, it is clear that the effect was substantive25 and went far
beyond economic. The blockade left the South politically isolated, with much hoped for international
recognition by Great Britain (along with the possibility of their intervention politically and economically)
never materializing. Moreover, the absence of an effective blockade, even one with holes in it such as
was the case in reality, would have had ill political ramifications, domestic and foreign, on the antisecession effort in the North. Despite the disparity in relative capabilities to pursue the war, domestic
political opposition to President Lincoln was strong and persistent throughout the war. Had it dragged
on longer, casualties been higher, or foreign diplomacy more actively unfavorable, the 1864 election and
thus the final outcome of secession might well have been different. As Stoker puts it, “The Union
devoted 5 percent of its military manpower to the blockade. It received a good return on its
investment.”26
Moreover, the blockade was national strategy. Strategy is ultimately about means and ends. Clausewitz
said “war is … a remarkable trinity”, the components are which are the government, the military, and
the people. The leader of most nations, both the USA and the CSA being cases in point, the president is
the capstone of that trinity – head of government, commander in chief of the military, and leader of the
people. Lincoln’s perspective on the chief executive's war making power changed substantially once he
became president. The nation was not prepared for war; it needed time. The blockade would give him
some time; the sooner imposed, the better. So, without calling Congress into session, he ordered the
blockade. His authority to do so was ultimately challenged in the courts in a series of suits known as the
Prize cases. The Supreme Court ruled that an "invasion or insurrection created a state of war as legal
fact" and thus the president did not have to wait for a congressional authorization before responding."
As a national strategy, the blockade was Clausewitzian to its core.27
Union Occupation of Alexandria, Virginia – May 24, 1861
Thus far we’ve looked at how the Union went about setting up its blockade of Southern seaports in the
early days of the war. There was another related action during these early days: the seizure and
occupation of Alexandria, a mid-sized city at the time and an inland port serviced by shipping coming up
through the Chesapeake Bay and the Potomac River. Richmond similarly was an inland port accessed
through the Chesapeake Bay and the James River. Both were interdicted early on, Richmond by US
naval forces patrolling the James River’s mouth at Hampton Roads and the southern reaches of the

Chesapeake Bay; in Alexandria’s case, by the movement of Union forces via steamboat down the
Potomac River, across the aqueduct where Key Bridge now stands, and across Long Bridge (today known
as the 14th Street bridge).
Lincoln began orchestrating movements of military forces into Virginia as soon as the Virginia
Convention passed its Ordinance of Secession on April 17. This was planned and initiated by the Military
Department of Washington, formed in the latter part of April and commanded by Major General J. K. F.
Mansfield. As soon as the people of Virginia ratified their State’s Ordinance of Secession on May 23,
Mansfield gave the order. From Washington, D.C. on May 24, New York State Militia Major General
Charles Sandford led a force of New York militia, New Jersey and Michigan volunteers, two cavalry
troops, and assorted smaller units to occupy the city of Alexandria, including the Lee family plantation
on Arlington Heights, where he made his headquarters.28 The reason for its early occupation is selfevident. It, along with the southern environs of Washington, D.C., provided a buffer (a safety margin)
for the capitol. Officials in Washington had feared invasion ever since Fort Sumter had fallen, and
maintaining its safety was of prime importance throughout the war. Moreover, in addition to being a
significant inland port for northern Virginia, Alexandria was a major crossroad and rail center (including
a robust railroad machine shop already in operation) between the US (Maryland) and the northeastern
Confederacy (Virginia).
Although a significant number of Alexandrians were Union sympathizers, the overwhelming majority in
the city supported the Southern cause. There were about 500 Virginia militia assembled in Alexandria
under the command of Colonel G. H. Terrett. His command consisted of five infantry companies from
Alexandria: the Alexandria Riflemen, Mount Vernon Guards, Old Dominion Rifles, Emmett Guards, and
O'Connell Guards, and two cavalry troops and assorted smaller units from the neighboring counties of
Fairfax, Loudoun, Fauquier, and Prince William; altogether, considerably fewer than the Union forces
headed their way.29
According to a written report subsequently submitted by Terrett, a Union naval officer sent from the
USS Pawnee appeared at dawn on May 24 and informed him that an overwhelming force was entering
Alexandria, that it would be madness to resist, and that he had until 9:00 am to evacuate or surrender.
Terrett decided on the latter.30
There were no losses on either side from military opponents, but there was one incident of violence that
became legend: the death of 24-year-old Union Colonel Elmer E. Ellsworth. Ellsworth commanded the
New York Fire Zouaves (11th New York State Volunteer Militia), a regiment organized in New York City
and recruited almost wholly from the fire department of that city. It had been the first volunteer
regiment to reach Washington, D.C., on May 2, having arrived at Annapolis and then marched to
Poolesville, Maryland. Ellsworth’s orders were to act in concert with the 1st Michigan Infantry (Colonel
O. B. Wilcox commanding) to cut telegraph wires, tear up railroad tracks, and take military possession of
the town.31

On their way to the telegraph office in Alexandria, Ellsworth spied the Confederate flag that had been
raised over the Marshall House. He decided it must come down immediately, so he changed direction
and, with a few of his men, headed toward Marshall House. Upon
entering with one of his men, Corporal Francis E. Brownell, he was met
by a man purportedly a guest, one James P. Jackson, who said he knew
nothing of the flag. Ellsworth and Brownell proceeded upstairs to the
attic and thence to the roof and lowered the flag. Back downstairs they
went, Brownell leading. At the foot of the stairway a man appeared with
a shotgun, aimed at the pair. Brownell tried to parry the shotgun with
his rifle and bayonet, but the man was able to get a shot off. The
buckshot hit Ellsworth square in the chest. He died instantly. The
gunman shifted aim for the second barrel to Brownell, but Brownell was
quicker. He shot the civilian and followed up with a bayonet thrust. (He
was awarded the Medal of Honor in 1877 for his actions in Alexandria.)
The gunman was the same man they had encountered upon entering the
front door: James P. Jackson, proprietor of the hotel – a quick-tempered
USA Colonel Ellsworth in 1861
man known for his impetuous temper who now lay dead.32
Colonel Ellsworth was the sole recorded military death involved in the occupation of Alexandria.
Moreover, he was the first officer killed in the war on either side and became the Union’s first martyr.33
What makes the event especially poignant is that he had been an ardent friend and supporter of
Abraham Lincoln. He had finished his law studies in Lincoln’s office in Springfield, Illinois, and had made
speeches for Lincoln in southern Illinois. He had not only accompanied the President-elect on his
journey to Washington, he had charge of the arrangements for the journey.34
President Lincoln was distraught upon hearing
of Ellsworth’s death. His body was taken to the
East Room of the White House for funeral
services and then by rail to his hometown of
Mechanicsburg, New York for burial. In the
White House, Lincoln reportedly stood over
Ellsworth’s body in tears crying, “My boy! My
boy! Was it necessary this sacrifice be made."35
As the Union occupation settled in, Alexandria
became essentially a Union military city and
logistics center. Put under marshal law and
with a military governor, its population
exploded; its wharves, warehouses, and rail
system expanded; and it housed some 14
military hospitals and convalescent centers, and

th

Members of the 44 NY Vol Inf at Little Round Top,
Gettysburg, PA
Colonel Ellsworth attained national hero status upon his
death. Among the honors and recognition bestowed on
him was the formation on August 30, 1861, of the 44th
New York Volunteer Infantry, which became known as
“Ellsworth’s Avengers”, and served throughout the war
as part of the Army of the Potomac.

5 prisons for spies and enemy sympathizers, Union army prisoners, and Confederate POWs. It played a
crucial role in supporting all Union campaigns in the Eastern Theater for the entire war.

Part 2, “One if by Land…”
Our success is complete, & secession is killed in this country.
G. B. McClellan, Maj Genl USA, following the Battle of Philippi36

The Union’s initial moves were naval operations to establish and enforce the blockade of Southern
ports. Clausewitzian in concept, the blockade was an aggressive, offensive activity aimed at
compromising the South’s economy and its ability to sufficiently equip and sustain large field forces by
interdicting its export and import trade. It could also compromise any diplomatic support from Europe
(principally Great Britain) that might be sought. President Lincoln intuitively understood that for the
Union to prevail, the Confederacy must be defeated – they weren’t going to give up. Still, naval
strategy, though vitally important to the Union’s war effort, was not going to win the war; it would be
won by clash of arms on land.
The Union’s opening moves in the East – into Virginia – for the most part were halting, even timid: the
occupation of Alexandria (protecting the Union capital); BG Robert Patterson’s advance into western
Virginia; BG Benjamin F. Butler’s into Newport News. Even MG Irvin McDowell’s advance towards
Manassas Junction was slow and ill-controlled. On the other hand, MG George B. McClellan’s
operations in northwestern Virginia, though relatively small in scale given campaigns in the coming
years, was aggressive and had larger goals in mind.
General in Chief LTG Winfield Scott was still the senior US military officer, not only in rank, but also in
experience and reputation. Unlike most other senior officers, he took a strategic view of the coming
conflict, but his was a defensive approach.
Scott was not the aggressive general he had been in his Mexico City campaign. With time catching up to
him, he was enfeebled by age and infirmity.37 His plan for taking the Mississippi River is emblematic.
Unlike President Lincoln, Scott envisioned the naval blockade of Southern ports along with a thrust
down the Mississippi River with some 60,000 men to secure and deny its use to the Confederacy.38 His
concept was not meant as part of a ground campaign that would conquer the Confederacy, but rather a
way to isolate them and thus make them work with the US government to resolve the secession issue.
Scott also somewhat reluctantly prodded McDowell’s advance into northern Virginia with the ultimate
objective of taking Richmond.

Both concepts were unrealistic due to the unavailability of sufficiently trained forces to achieve
objectives. Moreover, the time it would take to assemble forces of sufficient size and training would
allow Confederate forces to also mobilize, thereby aggravating the challenges. Scott didn’t want to
move before “Union forces” were properly trained and
Riflemen Form!
before autumn returned to kill the Mississippi River Valley’s
Alfred Tennyson
fevers.39 Most in the North simply did not foresee the
There is a sound of thunder afar,
scope of operations that would be needed to defeat the
Storm in the South that darkens the day!
South. These initial approaches were too limited in concept
Storm of battle and thunder of war!
Well if it do not roll our way.
– too Jominian – to bring victory.
Storm, Storm, Riflemen form!
Ready, be ready against the storm!
Riflemen, Riflemen, Riflemen form!
Be not deaf to the sound that warns,
Be not gull’d by a despot’s plea!
Are figs of thistles? or grapes of thorns?
How can a despot feel with the Free?
Form, Form, Riflemen Form!
Ready, be ready to meet the storm!
Riflemen, Riflemen, Riflemen form!
Let your reforms for a moment go!
Look to your butts, and take good aims!
Better a rotten borough or so
Than a rotten fleet and a city in flames!
Storm, Storm, Riflemen form!
Ready, be ready against the storm!
Riflemen, Riflemen, Riflemen form!
Form, be ready to do or die!
Form in Freedom’s name and the Queen’s
True we have got—such a faithful ally
That only the Devil can tell what he means.
Form, Form, Riflemen Form
Ready, be ready to meet the storm!
Riflemen, Riflemen, Riflemen form!40

On the Confederate side, President Davis was deeply
involved with military planning. He had to grapple with two
issues that controlled his initial strategy: The overarching
formational foundation of the Confederacy was peaceful
secession from the Union. It would fight, if necessary, to
accomplish this, but it had no intention at the outset of
invading the North. President Davis’s vision was a
defensive war – stand on the defensive and repel attacks
wherever mounted. On one level, this seems to be a
Clausewitzian approach: a grand strategy based on political
considerations and necessities. Be that as it may, it was
fatally Jominian in that it focused on protecting ground and
key points, not per se on defeating the enemy’s forces.

The burr under Davis’s saddle was the objection of
Confederate states to allow Northern armies to penetrate
their territories. Politically, he could not abandon any
state, in whole or in large part, in order to facilitate
consolidated, stronger defensive lines in the interior. Thus,
the Confederate army would be forward deployed along the length of its border and seacoast.41 Given
the imbalance of resources between the Union and the Confederacy, neither of these considerations
made the best strategic sense. As the war developed, operational and tactical expertise would be
needed to take up the slack.
That led to a second flaw: Southern machismo. “Southerners, in reality as well as romantic belief, really
did believe in their ability to defeat superior numbers of Yankees, whom they held to be an inferior
breed. ‘The idea of waiting for blows, instead of inflicting them, is altogether unsuited to the genius of
our people,’ argued the Richmond Examiner in September 1861.”42 Southern military heritage and élan
led to an unrealistic anticipation of victory and, later, to disastrous attacks that bled the Confederacy to
a far greater degree than the Union.43
The Gathering of Forces in the East

In April and May 1861 the opposing land forces were small compared to what was going to be needed in
this conflict – too small to defeat the other side’s and too small to dominate the vast space over which
the war would be fought. “The theatre of war constituted by the United and Confederate States was
the largest single landmass over which any conqueror had ever attempted to impose his will, larger than
Napoleon’s Europe, larger almost than Genghis Khan’s Eurasia. In the opening months of the conflict,
such armies as had been brought into being were pinpricks on the map.”44 Battle tempo would pick up,
of course, but first came mobilization – gathering the troops, organizing and equipping them, and
expanding (USA) or creating (CSA) a sustainable logistics and command structure.
Manpower, per se, was not a problem early on. Regiments, North and South, could be formed as
quickly as weapons and officers could be found for them. Other accouterments of war would be
provided and improved as they became available. The Union expanded its Regular Army, but heavily
relied on state units; the South built a small regular force as well, but, as with the North, relied on state
militia and volunteer units. These “included, in the North, Massachusetts, with 5,000 active militiamen,
and New York, with 19,000, and in the South, Georgia, which had many volunteer and militia companies,
and South Carolina, heartland of secession, with numbers of well-trained and well-equipped volunteer
companies. Kentucky, a bitterly divided state, had 73 State Guard companies, of Southern sympathy,
and 66 Home Guard companies sympathetic to the North. Ohio had 30 companies, Vermont 22,
Wisconsin 1,993 militiamen, Maine 35 companies, all available to the Federal government. Virginia had
8 militia regiments, all ready to declare for the South, and Mississippi had 3,927 volunteers, belonging to
78 companies, all of which would go south. Many states, including several located in Northern and
Southern heartland territory, were quite unorganized for war, including Alabama and North Carolina
(South) and Connecticut, Illinois, Indiana, New Hampshire, and New Jersey (North).”45
USA Major (soon to be MG) Irvin McDowell was an experienced staff officer who had travelled abroad.
He, among others North and South, knew about European military systems. The American system was
English in origin, based on small, independent regiments not subject to superior organization. McDowell
proposed the creation of a national army along European lines: the volunteers were to be enrolled in
regiments (and which would be the basic maneuver unit in battle) numbered by state.46 These, in turn,
would be formed into brigades, then divisions, corps, and field armies. At the highest level of
organization for both sides would be military Departments, which exercised administration, movement,
and logistics control of military formations within their boundaries.
There were no corps organizations in either army early on. While there were a few divisions formed by
McDowell, et al, typically the largest maneuver units at this point were brigades. Span of control
limitations required their grouping by region and mission. In April and May 1861 those affecting
operations in Virginia consisted of—
Union Army of Northeastern Virginia (McDowell)
Commanded by McDowell from May 27 to August 17, 1861.47 Upon taking command, McDowell
immediately began organizing the force of some 35,700 men into five divisions. He also had ten

batteries of artillery and a battalion of Regular cavalry. Under public and
political pressure to begin offensive operations, he was given little time to
train the newly inducted troops. Units were instructed in the maneuvering of
regiments but received little or no training at the brigade or division level.48
Union Army of Occupation of Western Virginia, Department of the Ohio
(McClellan)
When Virginia seceded in April 1861, regiments from Indiana, Ohio, and
Kentucky were sent into the western part of the state to protect the strongly
pro-Union people of the area, and also to guard the line of the Baltimore and
Ohio Railroad.49 The troops first sent there were three-month regiments, but
as their terms of enlistment expired, they would be replaced by three-year
volunteer regiments. There were also some loyal (western) Virginia
regiments organized in the state. These troops,
BG Irvin McDowell
which belonged to the Department of the Ohio,
(Wikipedia)
were under the command of McClellan and later
BG William S. Rosecrans and were known as the Army of Occupation of
Western Virginia, Department of the Ohio.50
Army of Pennsylvania (Patterson)
Some 18,000 men were organized at Chambersburg, Pennsylvania under
MG Robert Patterson to protect against a Confederate incursion from the
Shenandoah Valley. Patterson had fought in the War of 1812 and had been
Scott’s second in command in Mexico. In 1861, this 69-year-old Irishman
was way past his prime.51 Scott brought him back into service with a threemonth volunteer officer’s commission in April 1861.52

MG Robert Patterson
(Wikipedia)

Army of the Potomac (Beauregard)
Thirty miles southwest of Washington, at Manassas Junction, was the
22,000-man Confederate Army of the Potomac, commanded by 43-yearold General Pierre Gustave Toussaint Beauregard, a former West Point
classmate of McDowell. Beauregard had commanded the Confederate
troops that had forced the surrender of Fort Sumter. The army was
formed from Confederate units defending northeastern Virginia “along
the line of the Potomac” that arrived over the course of April to July
1861.

General P. G. T. Beauregard
(Wikipedia)

Beauregard organized his army into six brigades (no divisional structure)
and concentrated them along the south bank of Bull Run, intending to
defend the rail center of Manassas Junction. He would be reinforced by
additional regiments over the next few weeks, forming a seventh brigade.
Over the course of his first weeks in command, Beauregard sent to

Confederate president Jefferson Davis various plans for an offensive against Union forces in northern
Virginia, which usually involved coordination with Joseph E. Johnston's Army of the Shenandoah. Both
Davis and General Robert E. Lee rejected these plans as being impractical.53
Army of Shenandoah (Johnston)
At Winchester, Virginia, some 35 miles southwest of Patterson’s command,
were 12,000 Confederate troops of the Army of the Shenandoah under 54yearold General Joseph E. Johnston. Before the war he had served as
Quartermaster General of the United States Army. Now, as a Confederate
commander, he was charged with defending the Shenandoah Valley and, if
necessary, going to the support of Beauregard’s command at Manassas
Junction. The Army of the Shenandoah consisted of five infantry brigades
(again, no divisional structure), along with 20 pieces of artillery and about
300 Virginia cavalrymen under Col. J. E. B. Stuart.54

General Joseph E. Johnston
(Wikipedia)

The Occupation of Northwestern Virginia and the Battle of Philippi, West Virginia (June 3)
Virginia had seceded, but the northwestern counties (west of the Appalachians) were loyal to the Union.
Collectively the poorer part of the state, these counties had stronger economic ties to Pennsylvania and
Ohio than to the rest of Virginia. Separatist sentiment had been growing for years. Too often relegated
to something of a sideshow, Union occupation of this area was of significant strategic importance.
McClellan, a West Pointer who had returned to Federal service after a spell as a railroad executive,
proposed a strategy to Scott by letter of April 27, 1861. Since western Virginia was solidly loyal, he
suggested transporting an army of some 80,000 troops, to be raised in the “northwest” (today, the
“upper mid-west), across the Ohio River in the vicinity of Gallipolis, and marching it up the Great
Kanawha Valley to capture Richmond.55 Alternatively, such an army could be transported across the
Ohio at Cincinnati or Louisville to capture Nashville and “thence act according to circumstances.”
McClellan’s plan showed geopolitical understanding, but not geographic realism. Given attention, it
failed to win support, and was effectively quashed by Scott, who objected to it on both political and
practical grounds.56 He thought it likely to provoke anti-Union sentiment in Kentucky and western
Virginia, and he believed the likely costs prohibitive.57
McClellan was not to be deterred. He was appointed commander of the Department of the Ohio. In
accordance with his original concept, he gathered several regiments raised in Ohio, Indiana, and
northwestern Virginia and moved into Virginia in early May along the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad and
the Kanawha River. His mission was to secure northwestern Virginia to protect the largely pro-Union
populace in the counties along the Ohio River, secure critical river crossings and rail junctions, and keep
open the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad line and a subsidiary, the Northwest Virginian – lines which
connected the eastern part of the United States with Parkersburg and Wheeling and provided essential
transportation facilities between Washington and St. Louis. McClellan also envisioned using this area as
a base for a campaign up the Kanawha River valley against Richmond, Virginia. To do this, he had some

3,000 men organized into six infantry regiments (three from Indiana, one from Ohio, and two raised in
northwestern Virginia), under the command of BG Thomas A. Morris (Indiana Militia).
The Confederate forces opposing him had a divided command structure – Colonel George A. Porterfield
in northwestern Virginia; Brigadier Generals John B. Floyd and Henry A. Wise in the Kanawha Valley.
They did not coordinate their response. Their mission was to defend against Union invasion and
maintain Confederate control of Unionist population and area resources. They had only some 800 men
organized into two infantry regiments plus one separate infantry brigade and two regiments of cavalry.
All were part of the Virginia state militia. MG Robert E. Lee, commanding Virginia state militia, had
underestimated the strength of Unionist support in the area.
McClellan had a complex concept of operation that included a converging (envelopment) tactical plan.
It failed to achieve surprise, but proved successful, nonetheless, resulting in a route of the Confederate
force in what came to be known as the Philippi Races. The Union plan was typically Jominian –
offensive, seize control of resources such as coal and salt mines and transportation lines, support the
pro-Union population, and ultimately set up a move on the enemy capital. Its success ensured these
counties would nullify Virginia’s Order of Secession and break away from the state. McClellan’s success
gave him unwarranted prominence and resulted in him being called to Washington, D.C., by President
Lincoln to organize it defenses and ultimately to take command of the Army of the Potomac.
The Confederate plan was Jominian as well:
defensive, protecting territory, no aggressive stance.
Given that they were sandwiched between the Ohio
River and the Allegheny Mountains, the eventual loss
of this area to the Union was almost certain.
The campaign in northwestern Virginia was critical to
the Union’s early war effort. Had it not been
occupied the Confederacy would have been on the
border of Ohio – one state away from splitting the
Union. This was a threat the Union could not abide.
Basic amputation set of the type that would
Moreover, given its virtual isolation from the rest of
have been used in the field by the North.58
Virginia and the Confederacy, along with its strong
pro-Union population, it hung out like the proverbial low-hanging apple. Even had Kentucky seceded,
there were no substantive supply routes – packed roads, railroads, or rivers – to support active
campaigning in the area sufficiently to resist a determined Union effort.59 Note the significance of
railroads to Union planning and objectives.
The first organized land battle of the war, Philippi was the first battle of several to secure this region. It
was followed by Rich Mountain, July 11, Corrick’s Ford, on the Cheat River, July 13 (in which Confederate
BG Robert S. Garnett became the first general officer on either side to be killed in battle), and Cheat
Mountain, September 12-15. Arguably the first contest between McClellan and Lee, Lee was blamed for

setbacks here and elsewhere in the area. But Lee was learning. Having been made a full general in the
CSA (confirmed August 31, 1861, with date of rank of June 14, which made him third behind Samuel
Cooper and Albert Sidney Johnston, in that order), he was appointed commander of the Department of
South Carolina, Georgia and Florida
on November 5 and sent to organize
the coastal defenses along the
Carolina and Georgia seaboard. He
would face McClellan again in the
Battle of Seven Pines (June 1, 1862)
during the Peninsula Campaign, this
time with a different outcome.
In the meantime, the lower tier of
counties remained in Southern
control. The eastern counties, which
included Charles Town and Harper’s
Ferry, located at the northern end of
the Shenandoah Valley where it
extends into western Maryland and
central Pennsylvania, changed hands
several times through 1864. It was
the corridor– the thoroughfare – in the region for military operations north and south. These counties,
along with those occupied by McClellan’s forces, would become West Virginia.
McClellan’s aggressiveness and success in northwestern Virginia, limited as it was, was not matched in
the rest of Virginia.
Big Bethel (June 10)
Lincoln, who started by expecting, wrongly, that his generals would form his mind, tentatively suggested
on April 25 that the first steps would include the safeguarding of Fortress Monroe, at the mouth of the
Chesapeake Bay, to assure the safety of Washington. In a letter on May 11 to the governor of
Massachusetts (one of the few states that maintained an efficient militia60), he proposed a Union Army
of the South, with its own commander, staff, and troops, to be concentrated at Hampton Roads—the tip
of the Virginia Peninsula—to “menace Newport and Richmond.” Its appearance, he argued, would
provoke a popular revolt against the standard-bearers of Southern revolt and return Virginia to the
Union—presumably, in his imagination, bringing the rest of the Confederacy with it.61
The situation began to develop in May 1861, when Scott sent MG Benjamin F. Butler, a political general
to the core, to assume command of the newly created Department of Virginia based at Fort Monroe.
Although he initially protested this assignment, Butler soon recognized that his new command would
bring new opportunities to further his political ambitions.62

Butler assumed command of the Union garrison at Fort Monroe from
Colonel Justin Dimick (Regular Army) on May 23. His main goal being to
advance against the poorly organized Confederates on the Peninsula, Butler
established two camps, at Hampton and at Newport News.
Following Virginia’s vote to secede, Colonel John B. Magruder (nicknamed
“Prince John” because of his fancy dress and courtly manners) was given
command on the peninsula on May 21 with the mission to block any Union
advance from Fort Monroe up the peninsula. In pursuit of this essentially
defensive mission, he set up two camps, at Big Bethel and Little Bethel, as a
lure to draw the Union to premature action.63
Butler took the bait. He and an aide, Major Theodore Winthrop (killed in
action in the final assault on Big Bethel), devised a plan for a dawn attack
Colonel John G. Magruder
on June 10 following a night march. It would be led by BG Ebenezer
www.civilwarprofiles.com/
Weaver Peirce, Massachusetts Volunteers. The plan proved too complex
to carry out, especially at night. Butler’s staff also failed to communicate passwords and visual
recognition signals. The attack force tried to advance without knowledge of the layout or strength of
the Confederate positions, and a friendly fire incident gave away their own early in the attack. The small
Confederate force on Little Bethel (mistakenly thought by Butler to be much larger) quickly retreated to
Big Bethel, as did a force Magruder had sent in a surprise raid toward
Hampton. Virtually the whole of the Confederate force assembled behind
field fortifications at Big Bethel without Peirce’s knowledge. Peirce
continued with a series of poorly coordinated attacks, and the Union failed to
dislodge the Confederates. At the end of the day, they fell back to their
original positions.

BG Ebenezer W. Peirce,
Massachusetts Militia
Later, commanding the
th

29 Massachusetts Vol Inf
as a colonel; would serve
with that regiment into
1864
(Wikipedia)

Butler chose not to lead the force in person, for which he was later criticized,
but Peirce received most of the blame for the failed operation. The Union
forces suffered 76 casualties, with 18 killed, including Lt. John T. Greble, the
first West Point graduate and Regular Army officer killed in the war. The
Confederates suffered only eight casualties, with one killed. Presuming a
renewed effort by a larger Union force, Magruder withdrew to Yorktown and
established a defensive line along the Warwick River. He had accomplished
his mission and, in the process, had won a morale victory for the South.
Arguably, Butler’s continued threat prevented use of Magruder’s forces to
reinforce Beauregard at Manassas.

Local Union forces attempted no further significant advance until the Peninsula Campaign of 1862.

While small in comparison to many later battles, Big Bethel attracted exaggerated importance because
of the general feeling that the war would be short. More would be heard from Butler in the years to
come. He was a player.64
First Bull Run
In the weeks following the fall of Fort Sumter, there was great concern in the Union for the security of
Washington, D.C. Through influence by Treasury Secretary Salmon P. Chase Scott, 42-year old MAJ Irvin
McDowell was promoted to Brigadier General in the Regular Army (a three-grade jump) and command
of all military forces in and around Washington.65 There was widespread public and political pressure in
Washington to take the offensive in northern Virginia in the belief that the capture of Richmond would
quickly end the war.66 Scott objected, wanting to wait until the army was larger and better trained, but
finally acceded.67 Richmond lay only 110 miles from Washington; in July 1861 Confederate outposts
stood only 25 miles distant from Washington.
McDowell’s mission was to engage and defeat Beauregard (a “movement to contact” in today’s
parlance); capture the railroad junction at Manassas Station; and prepare to continue to advance to and
capture Richmond. His force consisted mostly of 90-day volunteers with only two months of training,
unaccustomed to military discipline or road marches, several subordinates who were good politicians
but poor generals, and no staff to assist in supervision of the plan.68
Beauregard’s mission was to block the route to Richmond and defend the junction of the Orange and
Alexandria and Manassas Gap Railroads, a rail junction connecting with Johnston in the Valley and
southwards into the interior of Virginia.69 His position behind Bull Run Creek was an excellent location
to protect against a southward Union thrust – a bit over 20 miles southwest of Washington and about
15 miles west of the Potomac River (flowing southwest along this stretch). Johnston, commanding the
Army of the Shenandoah, was one of the South’s outstanding officers. His mission was to move from
the valley to assist (reinforce) Beauregard. The Confederate troops were poorly trained, but the
command structure was better qualified than their Union counterparts.70
McDowell submitted a plan of action to Scott; it was approved. He was to begin his move on July 8.
Inexperience intervened, and his force didn’t depart until the afternoon of July 16, heading west from
Alexandria to Centerville, some 20 miles to the west. It reached Centerville 2½ days later, having been
slowed by poor march and ration discipline.
Patterson, whose mission was to prevent Johnston’s Army of the Shenandoah from reinforcing
Beauregard, moved his two divisions across the Potomac River at Williamsport, Maryland on June 16,
but returned to the north bank the following night. He crossed again July 2 and advanced as far as
Bunker Hill before turning east toward Harpers Ferry. He was in the vicinity of Charleston on July 15.
He misunderstood his orders to “watch and detain” Johnston (based, at least in part, on confusing
telegrams from Scott) and remained there. He and the Army of Pennsylvania played no further role in
the Bull Run campaign.71

On July 18 Johnston received orders to reinforce Beauregard. He immediately began a movement,
Jackson’s brigade leading, to Piedmont where it entrained for movement to Manassas Junction.
Patterson thought the force
was still at Winchester (Stuart
and his cavalry were conducting
an effective screening mission
to Patterson’s south). He
remained ignorant until July 20,
when it was too late to affect
the battle developing at Bull
Run.72
Beauregard had positioned his
force along Bull Run Creek,
concentrating his force on his
right and with a screen along
crossings stretching
northwestward some ten miles
to Warrenton Pike (the
principal route McDowell’s force had traveled). He had no substantive reserve until reinforced by
Johnston.
McDowell initially planned an attack southward from Centerville to turn Beauregard’s right flank.
Unfortunately, his First Division jumped the gun and on July 18 attacked on its own. The attack failed.
McDowell’s force was still closing on Centerville. He learned by Tyler’s abortive attack of the terrain
difficulties on Beauregard’s right flank, so he devised a new, but more complex plan, to move against
Beauregard’s left flank. The new plan went into motion on July 21 but did not go well. Johnston’s force
was arriving at Manassas Junction and by July 20 had moved into position on Beauregard’s left flank.
Ironically, Beauregard had planned to attack and turn McDowell’s left flank (in the same area of Tyler’s
failed attack). McDowell’s move upstream (towards the other end of Beauregard’s line) preempted
Beauregard’s attack.
The battle was fought on the northwestern portion of the battle line, focusing on and around Matthew
Hill (via Sudley Springs), Henry House Hill (which would be were BG Jackson earned his moniker
“Stonewall”), and the nearby fords. It was close-run, but by the end of the day the Confederates
emerged victorious. However, they were in no condition to follow-up and pursue the retreating
Federals, who were routed. McDowell intended to rally and assume a defensive position around
Centerville, but in the end his Army of Northeastern Virginia retreated all the way back to Washington.

First Manassas was not a fever pitched engagement. Casualties were extremely low for its length and
the number of troops engaged. Union losses totaled 2,896 KIA, WIA and MIA; Confederates losses were
1,982. A year later Cedar Mountain in Culpeper County, Virginia would produce roughly the same
number of casualties with significantly fewer troops fighting and in less than three hours.
This was a solid Confederate victory, but sans pursuit of the defeated Union force, there was no longterm gain other than the boost to Southern morale. The importance of the battle lay not so much in the
movement of armies or the strategic territory gained or lost, but rather in the realization that the
struggle was more an apocalyptic event than the romantic adventure earlier envisioned.
The first major battle of the Civil War, it provided lessons to those paying attention by highlighting many
of the problems and deficiencies that were typical of the first year of the war. Units were committed
piecemeal, attacks were frontal, infantry failed to protect exposed artillery, tactical intelligence was
nil,73and neither commander was able to employ his whole force effectively. McDowell, with 35,000
men, was only able to commit about 18,000, and the combined Confederate forces, with about 32,000
men, committed only 18,000.74
The battle demonstrated the hazards of sending half-trained troops into combat. Both the Union and
Confederate armies were green; it showed in clumsy battlefield maneuvers and an inability to
coordinate attacks. It was also an early indication of the strength of tactical defense, that it was much
easier to defend and counter-attack than to launch an initial attack. Effective use of cannon and rifled
muskets were going to make this a bloody war. 5,000 Union and Confederate casualties resulted from
this battle, just slightly below the total American killed and wounded for either the entire War of 1812
or the entire Mexican War. It also showed the benefit of solid battlefield leadership. One able general,
“Stonewall” Jackson, seized the initiative and turned the tide of a battle. Another, Stuart, knew how to
employ a cavalry screen and confused his enemy into nonaction. Contrast these examples with that of
Patterson, whose lack of aggressiveness and operational acumen likely cost McDowell a victory.
Johnston’s use of rail transport allowed his Army of the Shenandoah to rapidly reinforce Beauregard –
an early, convincing demonstration of the strategic value of rail movements. They would be critical not
only in moving forces but also maintaining forces in the field. In fact, availability of rail lines often was
central to campaign plans.
Both sides were determined to win, but no single battle would end of the war. Perhaps the most
important lesson from the battle was that it helped erase the popular notion that the war would be a
short affair settled with one decisive blow.
Note that capture of opposing capitals was a driving strategic theme on both sides – typical Jominian
thinking. Capture of Richmond would have had deleterious material and political impact on the South
but would not necessarily have been fatal. The Confederate states were fractious, but overall secession
sentiment was strong among the state governments. The production output in Richmond was roughly
equal to the rest of the Confederacy combined. Its loss would have been serious, but Southern military

spirit would have kept the Confederacy in play for a while longer. Military resistance had to be crushed.
Capture of Washington would have had far greater strategic impact. It would have spurred political
opposition to Lincoln’s policies and the war effort. It well might have resulted in Maryland seceding, in
which case Baltimore and Annapolis would have been compromised, effectively limit basing of US naval
assets in the Chesapeake Bay down to Hampton Roads.75 The diplomatic repercussions may have been
catastrophic for the Union. As Lincoln said to Seward during a diplomatic crisis with Great Britain, “One
war at a time.” Ironically, the Union’s focus on capturing Richmond was Jominian thinking. The
Confederacy’s focus on capturing or otherwise neutralizing Washington was more Clausewitzian.
Though a victory, the aftermath of Bull Run and battles that followed revealed the shortcomings of
President Davis’s defensive strategy. Though the battle solved an immediate problem, it did not deter a
repetition, nor did it inflict disabling damage on the North or open up the prospect of any new strategic
initiative.76 Jominian flaws in all of their glory.
The failure of Patterson’s campaign and the defeat of McDowell’s Army of Northeastern Virginia
resulted in extensive changes to the command of the Union forces in the East. To secure the advantages
of the unified command in the area around Washington, the Military Division of the Potomac was
created July 25, 1861, to consist of the Department of Washington and the Department of Northeastern
Virginia. McClellan assumed command July 27, with headquarters in Washington.77 By order dated July
19, Patterson was honorably discharged effective July 27, when his tour of duty expired.78
Strategy in 1861 was not thought of
as we define it today. Today strategy
is the art and science of employing
the armed forces of a nation to
secure the objectives of national
policy by the application of force or
the threat of force. This describes
strategy as Clausewitz did: a process
Wilmer McLean’s house (L) at Bull Run Creek, and his later house (R)
for applying military means to achieve
near Appomattox Courthouse.
political ends. In 1861 most military
In one of the more interesting anecdotes occasioned by the war, one
officials on both sides viewed strategy
of the first rounds of the battle hit the kitchen in Wilmer McLean’s
as Jomini did: the art of directing
house (at McLean’s ford, one of Tyler’s intended crossing points)
while breakfast was being prepared. After the battle, McLean
masses on decisive points, or the
decided his residence there would be too dangerous for him and his
hostile movements of armies beyond
family, so he moved – to Appomattox Courthouse. As fate would
the range of each other’s cannon.79
have it, the surrender discussions between Grant and Lee in April
1865 were held in McLean’s parlor. He rightfully could claim
Today we label this the operational
afterwards, ”The war started in my front yard and ended in my front
level of warfare, which encompasses
parlor.”
efforts focused largely on campaign
and theater operations designed to accomplish military objectives. The notion of grand or national
strategy linking a full spectrum of national power instruments to vital policy objectives was not fully
informed until after 1900.80

One overarching lesson from these opening moves is the difference between strategic and operational
thinking on both sides. Jominian doctrine was clearly dominant on both sides, but Clausewitzian
thinking was starting to develop as the nature of this war — its scope and political objectives — began
to be realized. Lincoln thought strategically, as did Scott, but Scott did so in a more limited scope.
Unlike Lincoln, he didn’t foresee the need to crush the Confederacy militarily but rather to maneuver it
into submission. McClellan thought strategically, as evidenced by his recommendations to Scott in late
April, but as we will see, he didn’t have the mindset — the pluck — to make it successful. His campaign
in northwestern Virginia was one thing; eastern Virginia — the Peninsula Campaign and Antietam — was
entirely different. Grant and Sherman would think strategically, but they were still months away. On
the Confederate side, Davis had to deal with strategic concerns but thought in operational terms. The
degree to which this was necessitated by political circumstances versus mindset is arguable. Lee would
think strategically, but most of the other senior Confederate generals thought operationally. We will
see this unfold in future articles.
Circumstances make your presence here necessary; charge Rosecrans or some other general with your present
department come hither without delay.
Telegraphic order to McClellan following the Battle of First Bull Run, by President Lincoln (Monday after the battle)

Part 3, Sorting Out Kentucky and Missouri
“I think to lose Kentucky is nearly the same as to lose the whole game. Kentucky gone, we cannot hold Missouri,
nor as I think, Maryland. These all against us, and the job on our hands is too large for us.”
President Abraham Lincoln, in a letter to the US Senator Orville Hickman Browning (R-KY), September 22, 1861

The border states were too centrally located to stay apart from the conflict. Both the Union and the
Confederacy recognized their strategic value. Last month I discussed Maryland and the breakaway
portion of western Virginia. This month we will
focus on Kentucky and Missouri. (Delaware was
considered a border state, too, but its remaining in
the Union was never an issue. Western Virginia was
not a border state per se, but rather a border region
that remained with the Union and in 1863 was given
US statehood.)
Opening moves in the Western and Trans-Mississippi
Border States – slave states that did not secede;
theaters were driven by the political, economic, and
strong cultural ties to the South and strong
military importance of Kentucky and Missouri as
economic ties to the North
both the North and South sought to bring them to
their side. Union and Southern strategies, while developing, were strongly in play.

•
•

•

There was the battle to keep Kentucky and Missouri from seceding, the implications of which,
had they seceded, would have been enormous.
There was the struggle to control the critical middle part of the Mississippi River, which would
be the base for further southward operations to interdict the whole of the Mississippi River and
divide the Confederacy.
And the beginnings of the great campaigns to be conducted through Tennessee, down into
northern Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia — campaigns that would play such a vital role in the
eventual defeat of the Confederacy.

The Playing Fields
It is too often a popular belief that the border states comprised a region of moderation lying between
the warring sides. Kentucky, for example, was the home of great compromisers such as Senator Henry
Clay, who crafted important measures that prevented civil war in the antebellum period. Neither
Kentucky nor Missouri supported Abraham Lincoln in the 1860 presidential election, but neither
seceded in response either. In reality, it was a region in which many sought a unique middle position in
wartime, yet any hope that this would bring peace to their residents was quickly dashed. Sympathies
split families and communities. In Missouri, angry confrontations, including some of the most violent
guerrilla warfare in American history, became an everyday fact of life as the two sides lived side-by-side
and confronted one another daily. Each state encompassed deep and enduring internal divisions, and
each state would become a battleground for the warring armies.81
The border region in whole comprised the crossroads of American travel as Northerners moved south to
obtain land or to vacation, Southerners went north for education or employment, and Easterners moved
west to seek new land. The different cultures, economies, and politics of the nation coexisted in this
region, making it difficult as sectional conflict threatened the nation. Kentucky residents, for example,
felt the nation's struggle over the future of slavery deeply although it held proportionally fewer slaves –
only 11 percent of the nation's total slave population in 1860 – than states farther south. The number of
slaveholders was not insignificant as Kentucky had more slave owners than Mississippi (and ranked third
behind Virginia and Georgia by this measure). Missouri, particularly its southern counties, was wracked
by partisan strife. Politicians saw among their constituents nothing less than the divided nation on a
smaller scale.82
Holding this divided population together was a problem that intensified with the secession crisis and
pushed Kentucky leaders towards neutrality. Residents in both states found it hard to be neutral in their
daily lives, especially men of military age who began leaving the states as war loomed in order to enlist
elsewhere.83 Kentucky lay on the Ohio River, a well-traveled route, and contained railways into the
South, while St. Louis, the Gateway to the West (having assumed this mantle from the Ohio River), was
home to one of the nation's largest arsenals. Both states possessed human and material resources that
could help either side.84

Ranked ninth in population in 1860, Kentucky was bound to the South by the Mississippi River, the main
commercial outlet for its exportable produce. Rail connections to the north were beginning to diminish
this, but in 1860 “Ol’ Man River” was still a major factor for the state. Geographically, Kentucky was
important to the South because the Ohio River provided a defensible boundary along the entire length
of the state; moreover, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois would be directly threatened if Kentucky were a
Confederate state.
Kentucky’s strongest proponents of slavery came from its southern and western sections where the
lifestyle most resembled that of the Deep South. There, tobacco was the cash crop, rather than cotton,
rice and sugar, accounting for one quarter of the nation’s tobacco output and requiring nearly yearround labor to produce. Another prominent crop was hemp, the growing of which involved the hardest,
dirtiest and most laborious agricultural work in the state, making it desirable for slave labor. Together,
tobacco and hemp, along with their links to Southern heritage, firmly bound southern and western
Kentuckians to the preservation of slavery. Northern and eastern Kentucky were diversifying. More and
more of these Kentuckians broadened their traditional tobacco and hemp livelihoods by cultivating
grains and cereals, breeding horses and other livestock, and manufactures. By 1850, they had given
Kentucky the South’s second broadest economic base.85 Ironically, Kentucky was the birthplace of both
US President Abraham Lincoln and CS President Jefferson Davis.
Divisions were even sharper in Missouri. So many settlers from the South migrated to the Missouri River
area that signs on I-70 today still label it as “Little Dixie”. The most populous and wealthy state west of
the Mississippi River, it ranked third nationally in corn and pork production, and ranked high as a
producer of grain and livestock. Missouri’s horses and mules were known throughout the country.
Mineral districts in the southern part of the state contained rich deposits of copper, iron, and lead, and
its manufacturing establishments produced a wide variety of products useful to a war effort. Long a
center of western steam-boating, St. Louis had machine shops, foundries and other facilities of military
advantage to campaigning by the railroad-poor South. They included James B. Eads’s boatyard at
Carondelet, south of St. Louis, where ironclad gunboats used by US generals John Pope and Ulysses S.
Grant to open the Mississippi and Tennessee rivers would be built. Several railroads radiating from St.
Louis penetrated the state’s interior in every direction (of particular importance was the Hannibal & St.
Joseph, which transversed the northern part of the state, connecting with St. Louis via the Northern
Missouri RR at Hudson). St. Louis housed a federal arsenal containing some 30,000 muskets, 90,000
pounds of powder, and 40 field pieces. Jefferson Barracks near St. Louis, a longtime Regular Army
recruit training and transfer depot, would be an ideal staging area.86 Fort Leavenworth, Kansas borders
directly on Missouri where the Mississippi River bends north. Its arsenal impacted on operations in
western Missouri.
Key to understanding these opening (and subsequent) moves is the region’s river systems. The Missouri
River, the northern reaches of the Mississippi River, and the Ohio River, fed by the Cumberland and
Tennessee Rivers, drain vast reaches of the Union and Confederacy. They tie the regions together
economically, carrying most of the produce, livestock, mining and timber, and manufactures to markets.
All flow into the Mississippi River from St. Louis to Cairo (pronounced “Care-O”), Illinois, making this

stretch of the Mississippi River of vital strategic importance — for the North, to maintain the integrity of
its principal lines of commerce (and in the process deter the possibility that affected states would come
to separate deals with the Confederacy to move their goods) and to provide a base for military
operations to secure the full length of the Mississippi River, thus reestablishing the vital corridor for
seagoing US and international trade, and to divide the Confederacy; for the South, to defend against
that. (Note that St. Louis to Cairo is about 150
miles straight-line distance, or about 40 miles
more than Washington, D.C. to Richmond.)
By contrast, while the rivers in the East were
lines of long-distance commerce as well,
supplemented by canals (such as the Albany-toBuffalo Erie Canal and the Cumberland, MD-toWashington D.C. Chesapeake & Ohio Canal),
they were not nearly as vital as those in the
West, and somewhat less so in the North versus
the South. Northern river commerce movement
was more heavily supplemented by railroads
than in the South. Militarily, the rivers east of
the Appalachians tended to be barriers that
blocked, obstructed, and canalized military operations more so than their western counterparts, which
themselves often constituted the primary axis (or corridor) of advance of Union campaigns.
The Moves
Following First Manassas, Lincoln summoned Maj. General George B. McClellan from Ohio to
Washington, D.C. to lead in the Eastern Theater. In the meantime, Lincoln was dealing with two other
central characters out west: Brig. General Robert Anderson, hero of Ft. Sumter, and Maj. General John
Charles Frémont, the great Western explorer. Anderson was a Kentucky native; Frémont had ties via
marriage with Missouri. We will deal with Anderson and Kentucky first.
On April 15, 1861, Lincoln sent a telegram to Governor Beriah Magoffin requesting Kentucky supply part
of the initial 75,000 troops to put down the rebellion. Magoffin, a Southern sympathizer, replied "I will
send not a man nor a dollar for the wicked purpose of subduing my sister Southern states." Most
Kentuckians, however, favored John J. Crittenden's position that Kentucky should act as a mediator
between the two sides. To that end, both houses of the General Assembly passed a declaration of
neutrality, a position officially, albeit reluctantly, declared by Governor Magoffin on May 20.87 He sent
letters to both Lincoln and Davis asking that each recognize and honor Kentucky’s neutrality.

Both sides respected the neutrality but positioned themselves strategically to take advantage of any
changes in the situation. Union forces, for example, established Camp Clay in Pendleton, Ohio just north
of Newport, Kentucky (named
after Kentuckian Henry Clay, a
former Speaker of the United
States House of
Representatives) and Camp
Joe Holt in Indiana opposite
Louisville (in honor of Joseph
Holt, an ardent Unionist, who
became President Buchanan's
Secretary of War for about 60
days after John B. Floyd
resigned). Meanwhile,
Confederate troops in the
summer of 1861 constructed
Forts Donelson and Henry on
Civil War battle map of Kentucky
the Cumberland and
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Tennessee Rivers,
respectively, in Tennessee just across Kentucky's southern border, and stationed troops fewer than 50
yards from Cumberland Gap.88
Then there was the pro-Confederate State Militia under Kentucky State Adjutant General Simon Buckner
Bolivar, a West Point grad with wealthy economic interests.89 The State Militia was arguably the best
trained and drilled para-military group in the country due to Buckner’s efforts. But there was also the
pro-Union Home Guard, under William “Bull” Nelson, who sympathized with the Confederates but
threw in his lot with the North.90 In mid-July 1861 Buckner resigned as the head of the State Militia, and
it was disbanded. The weapons and other equipment passed to the Home
Guard. Two sides – a true war of brothers, as was the case with most
border states.
In a special congressional election held June 20, 1861 Unionist candidates
won nine of Kentucky's ten seats in the US Congress. Governor McGuffin
was dealt a further blow in the August 5 election for state legislators that
resulted in veto-proof Unionist majorities in both the Kentucky House and
Senate. Magoffin struggled with this for the remainder of the year, finally
resigning on August 18, 1862.
Major Robert Anderson

Commissioned a Brigadier General after he came home from Fort Sumter,
Photo by Matthew Brady
Anderson was sent West in late August to command the Department of the
Cumberland.91 He said his heart wasn’t in the struggle, and if Kentucky seceded he would go to Europe
and wait the conflict out. Kentucky did not secede, so he stayed home and in service. Despite Anderson

being frail and aged, and physicians warning he might break under the strain of command, he kept on,
setting up headquarters in Cincinnati.
His opposite in the Confederacy was CSA General Leonidas Polk.92 When Polk arrived at his
headquarters in Memphis, he ordered Brig. General Gideon Johnson Pillow to concentrate Confederate
troops at Union City in northwest Tennessee and be ready to cross the border and occupy Columbus,
Kentucky. Columbus was important because of its
position on the Mississippi River between Cairo,
Illinois and New Madrid, Missouri and it being the
terminus of the Mobile & Ohio Railroad. Polk
constructed Fort DuRussey on the city’s high bluffs,
later referring to it as “The Gibraltar of the West”.
Coincidentally, on August 28 Frémont in Missouri had
ordered Brig. General Ulysses S. Grant to occupy
Columbus as soon as possible. Polk had moved to
preempt such movement, occupying Columbus on
September 4, the day before the Federals were
scheduled to arrive. At this point Grant crossed the
river and occupied Paducah.

Ft. DeRussy, Columbus, Kentucky
(Note in the foreground the chain stretching
down the bluff and across the river to Belmont,
Missouri. It was so heavy, it broke of its own
weight, although the Union did not learn of this
until early 1862.)

Both sides had now violated Kentucky neutrality, but
Kentucky’s ire focused on the Confederacy since they
drew “first blood”. Magoffin denounced both sides
for violating the state’s neutrality and called for both to withdraw. However, on September 7, 1861, the
General Assembly passed a resolution ordering the withdrawal of only Confederate forces. Magoffin
vetoed the resolution, but both houses overrode the veto, and Magoffin issued the proclamation. The
General Assembly ordered the flag of the United States to be raised over the state capitol in Frankfort,
declaring its allegiance with the Union.
Anderson left Cincinnati, transferring his headquarters to Frankfort, Kentucky (the state capital). He
appeared before the Kentucky state legislature on September 7 and was given a standing ovation.
Meanwhile, a Kentucky secessionist legislature-in-exile formed in Russellville (Logan County), Kentucky.
Though it never replaced the elected government in Frankfort, it was formally established by convention
on November 20. Kentucky was admitted to the Confederacy on December 10. There was a star
representing Kentucky on the Confederate flag.
Thus, the shadow government notwithstanding, Kentucky remained in the Union. Much of the credit
was due to Anderson, but his health broke, and he went on indefinite sick leave. He eventually was
promoted to Major General and retired to New York City.93 Brig. General William Tecumseh Sherman
took over behind Anderson.94

Meanwhile, Frémont (the Pathfinder) had gone into Missouri at the end of
July to command the Western Department, headquartered in St. Louis.95
He was a man of action with a great history.96
Missouri had been admitted as a slave state on August 10, 1821 following
the Missouri Compromise of 1820, a federal legislative effort to balance
incoming slave and free states. Maine (free) and Missouri (slave) would be
granted statehood; slavery would be prohibited in the unorganized
territory of the Great Plains and permitted in the Arkansas Territory (and
Missouri itself), in each case the status extending to states admitted from
these territories.
Maj. Gen. John C. Fremont

Identity with the South was powerful and pervasive in Missouri society and
politics. Much of the state was well-watered, forested country ideally sited for the establishment of
Southern agriculture and customs. Despite its initially southern nature, Missouri changed rapidly in the
decade before the war, largely the result of immigration from the northern and eastern states and from
abroad (principally Germany and Ireland). By 1860, 30% of Missourians hailed from the northeastern
states or foreign countries. Economic forces also linked Missouri to northern industrial centers, none
more important than railroads. By 1860, Missouri boasted eight hundred miles of railroad. St. Louis, the
state’s largest city, a river transportation hub, and industrial center, had a nascent network of railroads
radiating into Missouri’s rich agricultural and mineral hinterlands.97
Events in Missouri prior to 1861 had triggered the national debate over the westward expansion of
slavery and heralded the larger conflict. In 1854, the Kansas-Nebraska Act nullified the Missouri
Compromise by permitting the Kansas and Nebraska Territories to vote on whether they would join the
Union as free or slave states. This triggered a mass migration of both proslavery and antislavery settlers
into the territory, which, in turn, led to the so-called Kansas-Missouri Border War of the 1850s between
pro-slavery residents of Missouri, called “Border Ruffians”, and anti-slavery “Free-Staters" of Kansas.
Each sought to influence how Kansas entered the Union. (It was admitted as a free state on January 29,
1861.) The conflict involved attacks on and murders of civilian supporters on both sides. The violence
along the Kansas–Missouri border (where John Brown got his start, by the way) and within each state
was intense, “shifting the struggle from the battlefield to the home front, blurring the line between
combatant and noncombatant, drawing civilians into the conflict.”98 Warfare in Missouri would be
continuous between 1861 and 1865, with battles and skirmishes in all areas of the state. Counting
minor actions and skirmishes, Missouri saw more than 1,200 distinct engagements within its
boundaries; only Virginia and Tennessee exceeded this total.99
Lincoln had given Frémont carte blanche. After Manassas, he kept troop morale high in the state. He
ordered entrenchments around St. Louis and occupied Cape Girardeau on the Mississippi River.
Missouri was only the starting point. Defensive moves thus far, Frémont had offensive moves in mind,
too. He developed a master plan for the West. He knew that whichever side held the Mississippi Valley

would hold the country by the heart – control the trunk, control the tree. The long-term plan was the
descent of the Mississippi – control Memphis, Vicksburg, and New Orleans, you would control the
Mississippi River; control the Mississippi, and the South would wither and die (or so his thinking went).
Cairo was the key. With that in mind, he ordered Grant to seize Columbus, or as it turned out, Paducah.
Grant, headquartered at Cairo, Illinois, on the extreme southern tip of that state where the Ohio River
enters the Mississippi, put his troops on transports and steamed up the Ohio about 45 miles to Paducah,
Kentucky. Paducah is located on the Ohio River at the mouth of the Tennessee River, a waterway that
would be an important transportation route into Tennessee during future campaigns. Grant put his
troops ashore and occupied Paducah without firing a shot. Paducah remained a Union supply base for
the rest of the war.100
Meanwhile, much was happening across the Mississippi River in Missouri.
Lincoln’s Inauguration in March 1861 had prompted northern and southern
sympathizers in Missouri to increase their struggle for political control of
the state. Already anticipating trouble, the US government had transferred
Captain Nathaniel Lyon and a company from the 2nd US Infantry from Ft.
Riley, Kansas, to St. Louis to protect the arsenal.101 Lyon arrived in February
just as the state convention voted 89 to 1 to keep Missouri in the Union.
The issue seemed settled until Fort Sumter was attacked and surrendered in
mid-April. Governor Claiborne F. Jackson considered Lincoln’s subsequent
call for volunteers (which had included Missouri just as it had Kentucky) an
act of despotism and declared Missouri’s sympathies with the South.
Within a week the Federals disbanded the Missouri State militia and arrested secessionist leaders in St.
Louis. These actions provoked local rioting by Southern sympathizers.102
Meeting in Neosho, Jackson and other leading Missouri secessionists, acting as the Missouri General
Assembly, enacted an Ordinance of Secession on October 28, 1861; however, the legal status of this
ordinance was not accepted by Missouri's Union supporters, then or later. The secession government
applied for and, on November 28, was granted admission to the Confederacy. Jackson and his
government were forced into exile and established themselves in Marshall, Texas. Although
Confederate supporters in Missouri were unable to make their secession good, the Southern
government-in-exile sent legislators to the Confederate Congress. Missouri was represented by the
twelfth star on the Confederate flag.
Looping back in time: Jackson and the secessionists early on had sought the arms in the St. Louis arsenal.
On the night of April 25, while his superior, Brig. General William. S. Harney, was absent, Lyon,
recognizing the threat to the arsenal, removed the weapons to Alton, Illinois (north of St. Louis some 20
river miles). He then fortified the arsenal and prepared to fight. 103 Newly promoted to brigadier
general and having replaced Harney, Lyon held St. Louis, including its armory and arms, with some 6,000
well drilled men, including 1,200 regulars.

The total pro-South forces in Missouri were some 12,000 strong, but ill-equipped, trained, and led.
Moreover, they were split between two independent commands under General Sterling “Old Pap” Price,
commander of the Missouri State Guard, and, later, Brig. General Benjamin McCullough from Texas.104
There was friction between the two from the beginning. Price, agreeing with Jackson, wanted to
actively contest virtually the whole of Missouri. Polk, overall Confederate commander in the region and
McCullough’s boss, adopted a more defensive approach since President Jefferson Davis was more
focused on organizing in the East.
Various movements and skirmishes occurred across the southern half of Missouri over the ensuing
weeks without decisive effect, but battle was looming. Lyon had arrived in Springfield on July 13
whereupon he assumed command of
all Federal troops in southwest
Missouri. Polk made plans to attack
Lyon in Springfield. McCullough’s
Texas brigade, reinforced by a
brigade of Arkansas state troops, was
ordered into Missouri to assist.105
The forces concentrated at Cassville.
Price wouldn’t at first agree to
consolidate their forces, but
eventually relented.106
Lyon learned of the Confederate
intentions and decided to march
south to engage them before they
could combine. The interception
failed, and he returned to Springfield.
In turn, the Confederate force, now
reluctantly under the command of McCullough, tried to catch up to Lyon’s force. Just missing several
times, they finally came within striking distance of Springfield on August 8. He planned an attack at
daylight with two converging columns on August 9. Light rain that night delayed the movement, and the
attack was postponed to the next day. In the meantime, Lyon, who had contemplated withdrawing
from Springfield back towards St. Louis, was talked into attacking the Confederates by eager subordinate
commanders. He, too, decided to attack on the morning of August 10.
The Union forces began the attack at 5:00 AM at Wilson’s Creek, about 10 miles southwest of
Springfield. He was outnumbered but decided it was better to attack a larger force than stand and await
an attack. Lyon had boldly split his force in two, but it was not enough for victory. The battle ended in
Union defeat at 11:30 AM when the Federals began a slow retreat to Springfield. In the process, Lyon
was wounded twice and then killed by a bullet to his heart around 9:30 AM. The Confederates did not
pursue.

While a small battle relative to those to come, Wilson’s Creek was important regionally in that, while it
gave the Confederacy control of southwestern Missouri, it secured the state for the Union despite it
being a Union defeat. Like First Bull Run, the defeat caused the Union to adopt a more serious attitude
about the war – i.e., that it would be a true test of arms – and to realize that victory would come only
with detailed planning and proper resourcing.107 Casualty percentages in the fighting were among the
highest recorded for any battle of the Civil War. Although casualties on both sides were almost equal in
number (US 1,235 versus CS 1,095), they were not proportional: nearly one or every four Federals was
either killed, wounded, captured, or missing in the battle, but only one of every eight Confederates.
These figures exceeded those of the Mexican-American War and foreshadowed the stupendous totals
that emerged as the Civil War evolved. Many of the participants went on to become important leaders
and generals in the Civil War and afterwards.108
Back on July 4, 1861, McClellan, commander of the Department of Ohio, which included Illinois, had
ordered Brig. General John Pope to Alton, Illinois, just a few miles upriver from St. Louis.109 He was to
take command of six Illinois volunteer infantry regiments gathered there. He arrived in Alton on July 17.
Lyon had already marched for Springfield, leaving St. Louis vulnerable to pro-slavery ruffians and rabblerousers. In response to a request from the Missouri Adjutant General, Chester Harding, for assistance,
Frémont agreed to allow Pope to move into St. Louis to restore order. On July 29, Frémont extended to
Pope command of all Union forces north of the Missouri River. Using creative control measures, Pope
brought a notable measure of order and reduced violence in that part of the state.110
Assessment
In 1862 Kentucky would endure Confederate cavalry raids and the fierce battles of Mills Springs and
Perryville in connection with the “Confederate Heartland Offensive” (August 14 – October 10, 1862). It
would also see continuing social divisions, internal violence, and sporadic guerrilla warfare.
In Missouri, Fremont’s and Pope’s efforts to subdue resistance in Missouri continued with checkered
success. Guerrilla warfare, characterized by retaliation and revenge often bordering on brigandage,
would continue through the war. Confederate forces operating out of Arkansas would continue to
threaten (e.g. raids by partisan forces emanating from and then returning to Arkansas and Price’s
campaign in the fall of 1864 to wrest control of Missouri from the Union), but the Union maintained
control.
The conflict in 1861 was dominated by Jominian thinking — taking positions, blocking movements,
seeking to break the other side’s will with a quick defeat in the field, and capture of the enemy capital.
This is not surprising giving that early on both sides were testing the other, thinking they were not
serious in terms of a sharp conflict, and that the other’s will could be broken and compromise struck by
quick determined action in the field. It was well into summer, after Manassas and Wilson’s Creek, that
each side started to realize the true nature of the conflict. And we see field military leaders on each side
that would shape the war, Grant and Sherman and Lee and Jackson, for example, starting to build their
reputations. They understood in Clausewitzian terms, even if they were not familiar with the man and

his thinking, that this was going to be a long and difficult war, and that to achieve victory the enemy’s
army must be defeated decisively in the field.
Operationally, both sides had been driven by Jominian precepts. In Missouri there was friction between
Price and Polk from the beginning as to how best to operate in Missouri – Price favored an offensive
approach; Polk a defensive one. Polk’s Jominian approach prevailed. On the Union side, Lyon certainly
had been aggressive, bold, and proactive in St. Louis, but when it came to engaging Confederate forces
in the field, he seemed somewhat hesitant. He went for the kill at Wilson’s Creek, but only after being
prodded to action by his subordinates. Other than that, it was all about geographic and political points
on the map. On balance, he, too, was Jominian. Had he been victorious at Wilson’s Creek and
destroyed the Confederate force in Missouri, the victory would have been local, not national.
In Kentucky, Polk, again, had not sought a decisive engagement, but rather to take and hold key
strategic terrain as a bulwark against Union incursion. Grant, on the other hand, showed his
Clausewitzian inclinations to engage and defeat enemy forces in the field. He was not oblivious to the
strategic benefits of the terrain he sought to occupy, but his focus already seemed to be on destroying
Confederate forces. Frémont, too, had been thinking on a strategic level, but was not equipped
professionally to make it happen. On balance, the war in western Kentucky and in Missouri in 1861 was
positional – Jominian.
This brings “Opening Moves” to a close. As 1861 wound down, antagonisms hardened; the South had
made their intentions clear; the status of the border states had been settled; the Union had secured the
Ohio River, the Mississippi River as far south as Cairo, and the Missouri River; both sides had had their
baptisms of fire; military leaders on both sides that would ultimately decide the war had made their first
appearances; and Union campaign plans for Virginia, Tennessee, and the southern Mississippi River
were coalescing. Battle lines drawn, the game continued — in earnest. See you next month, when we
turn our eyes eastward again!

Many thanks to Ed Kennedy, John Mason, Arley McCormick, and Kent Wright for their valuable guidance and
editorial support. --Emil

Notes –
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Alexandria 1861-1865, Charles A. Mills and Andrew L. Mills; Charleston: Arcadia Publishing, 2008; p. 16; and
Alexandria in the Civil War, James G. Barber; Lynchburg: H. E. Howard, 1988; p. 5.
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Human history includes a series armed conflicts, the most destructive and harshest of which often are civil wars.
The American Civil War overall was the worst conflict in the Western Hemisphere since the Spanish Conquest. In
the broader history others’ wars have rivaled the ACW, wars such as:
•
•

The Indian Rebellion of 1857 (1857-1858, approx. 3 million dead, military and civilian)
The Panthay and Taiping Rebellions in China (1856-1873 and 1851-1864, approx. 1 million and 31+ million
dead, military and civilian, respectively)

•
•

Mfecane, Southern Africa (1815-1840, approx. 1.75 million dead, military and civilian)
The Mughal-Maratha Wars in India (1680-1707, approx. 5.6 million dead, military and civilian)

The closest in Western history would be the Thirty Years War (1618-1648, over 5.6 million dead, military
and civilian)—a longer span than the ACW, but certainly one of the most destructive conflicts in Western
history, with deaths resulting not only from military engagements but also from accompanying violence,
famine, and plague; it reshape the politics of Europe. Our world is a tough place to live. (See
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/;List_of_wars_and_anthropogenic_disasters_by_death_toll.)
3

“With the advent of war both sides hastily began preparations, neither fully appreciating the tremendous
problems involved. Some Confederates believed one sizeable victory would discourage the federal government;
many northerners expected the 75,000 militia, called for a period of three months, to win in that time a major
victory which would restore the union. Nor was either side ready for war. Despite a rapid build-up of CS State
forces to defend Forts Sumter and Pickens, the most plausible sign of readiness on the part of the unified
Confederacy was a collective supreme confidence in intervention by Britain for cotton. The Union, at least, might
have been expected to be prepared; instead, the US Navy was spread around the world and its small regular army
of only 16,000 was scattered mostly in small units along the western frontier.” The West Point Atlas of American
Wars, Vol 1, 1689-1900, BG Vincent J. Esposito (USA Ret), chief ed; New York: Frederick A Praeger Publishers, 1959
(fourth printing, 1967), map 17.
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The declaration by Lincoln read:
BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES:
A PROCLAMATION
WHEREAS the laws of the United States have been, for some time past, and now are opposed, and the execution
thereof obstructed, in the States of South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Florida, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas, by
combinations too powerful to be suppressed by the ordinary course of judicial proceedings, or by the powers vested
in the marshals by law.
Now, therefore, I, ABRAHAM LINCOLN, President of the United States, in virtue of the power in me vested by the
Constitution and the laws, have thought fit to call forth, and hereby do call forth, the militia of the several States of
the Union, to the aggregate number of seventy-five thousand, in order to suppress said combinations, and to cause
the laws to be duly executed.
The details for this object will be immediately communicated to the State authorities through the War
Department.
I appeal to all loyal citizens to favor, facilitate, and aid this effort to maintain the honor, the integrity, and the
existence of our National Union, and the perpetuity of popular government; and to redress wrongs already long
enough endured. I deem it proper to say that the first service assigned to the forces hereby called forth will
probably be to repossess the forts, places, and property which have been seized from the Union; and in every event,
the utmost care will be observed, consistently with the objects aforesaid, to avoid any devastation, any destruction
of, or interference with, property, or any disturbance of peaceful citizens in any part of the country.
And I hereby command the persons composing the combinations aforesaid to disperse, and retire peaceably to
their respective abodes within twenty days from this date.
Deeming that the present condition of public affairs presents an extraordinary occasion, I do hereby, in virtue of
the power in me vested by the Constitution, convene both Houses of Congress. Senators and Representatives are
therefore summoned to assemble at their respective chambers, at twelve o'clock, noon, on Thursdays the fourth
day of July next, then and there to consider and determine such measures as, in their wisdom, the public safety and
interest may seem to demand.
By the President: ABRAHAM LINCOLN
Secretary of State WILLIAM H. SEWARD

Secretary of War Simon Cameron's communique to the various state governors
CALL TO ARMS!!
75,000 VOLUNTEERS WANTED
Washington, April 15.
The following is the form of call on the respective state Governors for troops, issued to-day:
Sir:—Under the act of Congress for calling out the militia to execute the laws of the Union to suppress insurrection,
repel invasion, &c., approved February 28th, 1795, I have the honor to request your Excellency to cause to be
immediately detached from the militia of your state, the quota designated in the table below to serve as infantry or
riflemen for three months, or sooner, if discharged.
Your Excellency will please communicate to me the time about which your quota will be expected at its
rendezvous, as it will be met as soon as possible by an officer or officers to muster it into the service and pay of the
United States; at the same time the oath of fidelity to the United States will be administrated to every officer and
man. The mustering officers will be instructed to receive no man under the rank of commissioned officer who is
apparently over 45 or under 18 years, or who is not in physical strength and vigor. The quota to each state is as
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Resources

Farmland
Railroad track
Value of Manufactured
Goods

Industrial Establishments

Union
Number
105,835 acres
(Increasingly
mechanized)
21,847 miles
$1,794,417,000

Percent of Total

71%

56,832 acres
(Remained labor
intensive)
8,947 miles

92%

$155,552,000

65%

119,500

85%

Workers in Industry

1,198,000

92%

Population

22,240,000

63%

3.5 million (about 50%
fought)

78%

$190 million

81%

Males of Military Age (1845)
Finances
Money in the Bank

Confederacy
Number

20,600
Note that as much
production of war
materiel came from
the Richmond, Virginia
area as from the rest
of the Confederacy
combined
111,000
(in some industries, a
significant proportion
were slaves)
9,103,000
(3,954,000 slaves; the
population density of
slaves was higher in
the Lower South than
in the Upper South,
and least in the Border
States)
1 million (about 75%
fought)
$45 million

Percent of Total
35%
29%
8%

15%

8%

37%

22%

19%

Bank Assets
But, per capita income

$345 million

82%

$2,040

$75 million

18%

$3,978

Source: Historical Statistics of the United States
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and Confederate Resources” at
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(Male and Female)
slave)
Kentucky
1,182,000
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(ages 20-60)
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459,900

Reference
(1860 Census
Report)
pp. 170-171
pp.276-277
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Harney had a colorful, turbulent career. He received a commission in the Regular Army as a Second Lieutenant
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