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CAMPAIGN ORIGINS

Early winter in Virginia is changeable; variable warmth during the day and myriad water sources make fog a fact of life. Most days it burns off; many nights it lends the region an eerie graveyard chill; when the sky is leaden, no sun burns it off. Some days have a warm Indian summer quality, while others portend the frozen, bone-chilling days of February, when snowstorms can bring 18 inches in a day, wind-chill makes the eyes water and turns fingers into unresponsive lumps of flesh, and the humidity east of the Shenandoah drops wet, heavy snow that can snap the branches of cedar, oak, and maple. Most roads are unimproved, and rain or snow turns the rock-hard red mud into a slimy, gelled mass which clings to wheels and makes travel nearly impossible. Such a day was 7 November 1862, the first day of the Fredericksburg campaign.
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This photograph, taken near Fredericksburg in winter 1862, shows a Union camp. Note the Sibley and squad tents as well as the scattering of partly melted snow which attests to the wide swings of temperature in Virginia.

The Army of the Potomac camped near Rectortown, outside Warrenton, soldiers huddled beneath blankets, looking like mounds of snow. Only orderlies, pickets, guards and duty officers stirred. Two officers arriving from Washington asked the officer of the day where the quarters of General Burnside and the commanding general were located. They were directed to a wind-ravaged tent where damp snow stuck to the canvas and piled in drifts against the walls. They carried two important messages – one for Burnside and one for McClellan.

Major General George B. McClellan’s Army of the Potomac had beaten General Robert E. Lee on 17 September 1862 at Antietam, or so some claimed, but it had been a costly and imperfect Union victory, and the Confederate Army had escaped destruction. Lee had retreated from Antietam and his armies had moved out of Maryland and back into Virginia; the day had been saved by the molasses-like Union advance and the arrival of A. P. Hill. Even Burnside, who had been successful in a sea invasion of North Carolina, had been tardy in his advance across a bridgehead. Still, the costly engagement had stymied Lee’s plan for a northern invasion.

McClellan pursued Lee at a leisurely pace. Perhaps organization was all McClellan could do, for he seemed reluctant to bring Lee into battle. On 3 October 1862, Lincoln wrote McClellan, asking, ‘Are you not overcautious when you assume you cannot do what the enemy is constantly doing?’
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Major General George B. McClellan and his wife, to whom he was devoted. This was taken prior to McClellan being relieved of command of the Army of the Potomac, in November 1862. Note his Napoleonesque pose.

Lincoln was distressed, ‘Give me a general who will fight with all his troops’, he said. Then he turned his attention to finding a successor for McClellan.

In Virginia Lee’s troops lay in a thin cordon around the massive Union line. Longstreet’s corps was at Culpeper, south and southeast of Warrenton, and Jackson’s corps was west, near Winchester in the Shenandoah Valley. Stuart’s cavalry watched the fords south of the Army of the Potomac in case the Union became uncharacteristically active and swept down. At first Fredericksburg was unguarded.

The massive Army of the Potomac stretched from the western side of the Bull Run Mountains, near Manassas and Centerville, west to Warrenton, and still further west to Waterloo, New Baltimore, and Harper’s Ferry. Bayard’s cavalry patrolled along the front of the Federal line. In mid-November, unpredictable weather and the sluggish behavior of the Union troops led both sides to think about winter quarters.

One of the officers from Washington, General Catharinus P. Buckingham, went first to Burnside and presented his orders: assume command of the Army of the Potomac as soon as possible. Burnside protested that he was not the one who should command and that others were more qualified, but he felt he could not refuse presidential orders signed by the Secretary of War, Stanton. He accompanied Buckingham to see McClellan, made small talk briefly, and then handed him orders which relieved McClellan of command. McClellan stood silent a moment – relations with Lincoln were bad and he had been expecting this – then collected his thoughts and said, ‘Well, Burnside, you are to command the army’. He knew Burnside’s strengths and limitations and liked his affable subordinate, and although he thought Burnside responsible for much of the debacle at Antietam, he did not make it public knowledge; besides, they were friends.

Near Warrenton, Virginia, on 10 November 1862, soldiers cheered the retiring commander. George McClellan played to his audience, letting his immaculately groomed horse canter about. After McClellan’s speech, the ceremonies dragged on. Burnside accepted formal command, and McClellan left the field amid cheers and kepi-waving, no doubt to meet with his political friends, who despised the way Lincoln was managing the war.
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Major General Ambrose Burnside, mounted, with his high crowned slouch hat and knee boots. An amiable man, he was chosen by Lincoln to succeed McClellan, possibly because Lincoln thought a friend of McClellan’s would draw less criticism than another choice.

Burnside looked at his command and thought of Lincoln’s advice to McClellan about aggressively attacking Lee. ‘We should not so operate as to merely drive him [the enemy] away. As we must beat him somewhere, or fail finally, we can do it, if at all, easier near to us than far away’. The letter continued, ‘For a great part of the way you would be practically between the enemy and both Washington and Richmond, enabling us to spare you the greatest number of troops from here’. Clearly in Lincoln’s eyes, McClellan’s plans had been ineffective. If McClellan’s slow, ponderous movements had been ineffective, perhaps a quick crossing of the Rappahannock and a strike on Richmond would be effective. Studying maps, Burnside noted that the closest area south of the Rappahannock to where he wanted to establish his supply base at Aquia Landing was a small town, one that was quaintly of another era, Fredericksburg.
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Although disdained by McClellan, Abraham Lincoln was one of American’s few presidents with only brief military service (in the Black Hawk War) who had a good grasp of military tactics and objectives. In the early war, a succession of inadequate commanders hampered Union plans.

Lincoln listened carefully and then conditionally approved Burnside’s plan. On 14 November Halleck sent Burnside a terse note, saying, ‘The President has assented to your plan. He thinks it will succeed if you move rapidly; otherwise not’.

Burnside had laid out a timetable and presented his plan for a crossing at Fredericksburg and headlong dash toward Richmond. He thought Halleck had understood and had agreed to his carefully devised time line, but Halleck and Burnside had miscommunicated, Halleck later asserted. After his conversation with Halleck, Burnside believed that the essential pontoon boats could arrive at Fredericksburg within days – probably three – as the Washington desk generals had predicted. Thus he began to plan, while the clock ticked. On 19 November 1862 Captain O. E. Hine of the 50th N. Y. Volunteers Engineers wrote to Brigadier General Daniel P. Woodbury, saying, ‘I sent barge Three Brothers with 20 pontoon wagons to Belle Plain today... and... now another barge with 12 more pontoon wagons’. Things seemed to be going according to plan.

Burnside had reorganized the Army of the Potomac into Grand Divisions, and functionally, everyone was still learning how the new organization worked. Before reorganization, every corps commander would have reported to Burnside. Instead, Major General Edwin V. Sumner commanded the Right Grand Division, composed of I and VI Corps, Major General Joseph Hooker commanded the Center, composed of III and V Corps, and Major General William B. Franklin commanded the Left, composed of II and IX Corps. Slocum’s XII Corps was left at Harper’s Ferry. Under the new structure, corps commanders reported to Grand Division commanders, who then reported to Burnside.
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General-in-Chief Henry Halleck was a political animal who hated his job and tried not to make controversial decisions. He opposed Burnside’s plan for a Fredericksburg campaign, and favored McClellan’s original suggestion, but Lincoln approved Burnside’s plan of battle.

All three Grand Division commanders were older than Burnside. Sumner, the most loyal of the three, was an ‘old army man’ who had worn the uniform five years before Burnside’s birth. Franklin was skeptical about Burnside’s qualifications, and Hooker felt that he should have been given command himself, not Burnside. Although others in camp and in Washington felt that Hooker was better qualified, no one thought more so than Hooker himself. A political animal, he started off by giving Burnside less than his fullest co-operation and most sincere efforts, so not only did Burnside have to fight Lee and deal with Halleck’s passive resistance, he had growing dissension in his ranks at the highest level.

Safe to say, as commander of the Army of the Potomac, Burnside had many rivers to cross.


OPPOSING COMMANDERS

UNION COMMANDERS

Ambrose E. Burnside

A likable man, Burnside tried to do a good job but was a better subordinate than leader. He was aware of his limitations, and appears to have been honest in his personal assessment that others were better suited than he to command the Army of the Potomac.

Burnside was born on 23 May 1824 at Liberty, Indiana. Through his father’s political connections he received an appointment to West Point, and he graduated in 1847 with the rank of 2nd lieutenant in the artillery. He served as a garrison commander in the Mexican-American War and in 1849 was wounded in a skirmish with Apaches. In 1853 he resigned his commission and started a company manufacturing breech-loading rifles which he had invented, but sadly the company failed. He was befriended by George McClellan and worked well with him on the Illinois Central railroad prior to the war.

At the start of the Civil War Burnside organized the 1st Rhode Island Infantry Volunteers and because Lincoln liked him, he was given responsibility for a naval assault on North Carolina. The assault was successful, providing a naval base of operations for the Union, and although somewhat minor in terms of military engagement, it was one of the first resounding Union ‘victories’. Burnside was promoted to Major General of volunteers.
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Major General Ambrose E. Burnside successfully conducted a naval landing in the Carolinas, invented a carbine, and developed huge side whiskers which are today known as sideburns – a play on his name. He is remembered mostly for the latter.

In July 1862 portions of his command were transferred to the Army of the Potomac (AOP) and Burnside was twice offered command of the AOP, but declined each time. At Antietam Burnside commanded both McClellan’s former IX Corps and Hooker’s I Corps, but he performed in a lackluster fashion, failing to seize the initiative at ‘Burnside’s Bridge’. As a result, McClellan privately felt that much of the blame for the Union loss at Antietam was caused by Burnside’s poor performance.

Nevertheless, Lincoln was not happy with McClellan’s performance and he approached Burnside a third time to ask him to assume command of the Army of the Potomac. This time Burnside accepted, possibly because he felt he was the best of the limited options available (another being Hooker, whom he felt would have been an unwise choice). Burnside’s plan to take Fredericksburg and then move toward Richmond was a dismal failure. After repeatedly failing to carry Marye’s Heights on 13 December 1862 and having his men suffer nearly 13,000 casualties, he wanted to lead an assault on the position the following day, perhaps hoping to die gloriously in battle and wipe out what he figured might have been a stain on his reputation. However, his subordinates talked him out of the final assault. Burnside then extended his resignation to Lincoln, but it was refused.

[image: image]

Fredericksburg was a sleepy little town, boasting three churches whose spires created its distinctive skyline. Taken in 1862 near Chatham
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