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THE RATING OF Civil War generals is a favorite American pastime. Anyone with any interest in the most studied of our wars has at least one candidate for greatness. Every general who commanded a field army has his partisans, and even corps and cavalry leaders have their supporters who will contend that if their man had had an opportunity he would have emerged as the war’s hero. The arguments swell across the land, rivaling in noise and fury the battles themselves. Curiously, in all the din hardly ever do the contestants attempt to set up any standards by which to measure generalship. If we are ever to understand anything about the subject of military leadership in the Civil War, or in any war, we need to ask ourselves some questions about the qualities that go to make up generalship. Just how do you recognize a great general? Exactly what is it that makes a general great?

These are questions that cannot be answered with objective finality. There can be no absolute standards by which to determine greatness. Still we should ask the questions, and we should attempt to identify some of the qualities that mark the great general. It is probable that most people make the business of evaluation too simple or too complex. They make it too simple if they judge only by results: it is possible for a general to win a battle or campaign without himself being directly responsible for the outcome. They make it too complex if they decide on the basis of education, experience, and technical skill: these are important but never determining factors. It is the thesis of the following essays that the most vital quality in a general is something all the great commentators on war have called character. The meaning of character in a general can be explained and developed, but it cannot be briefly defined. The essays attempt to indicate the meaning and importance of this hard-to-pin-down quality by tracing its influence on the career of certain Civil War generals.

Three generals are presented in these pages—George B. McClellan, William T. Sherman, and Ulysses S. Grant. They have been selected for delineation for several reasons. They were prominent figures who played large parts in the war. Each represents a particular and significant aspect of leadership, and together they show a progression toward the final type of leadership that had to be developed before the war could be won. Most important, each one illustrates dramatically the relation between character and generalship. The personal material on them is fuller than for other generals, and we can depict their temperaments and personalities and follow their course to failure or success.

This venture into military analysis was prompted by an invitation from the University of Puget Sound to deliver the tenth Brown and Haley Lectures in the Social Studies and the Humanities. The lectures were given in April, 1962, in substantially the form in which they are here presented. They are the product of both original research and secondary reading and of years of contemplation and repeated arguments with my colleagues in blue and gray of the Civil War field. It is hoped that they will afford some insight into the always interesting and important problem of leadership in war, that they will perhaps indicate a new and rewarding approach. There is no hope that they will still the arguments over the generals of the Civil War.

Now I must express my gratitude to many gracious people at the University of Puget Sound who made my visit there a week of delight—President R. Franklin Thompson, Professor Lyle S. Shelmidine, Dean John D. Regester, and more representatives of the faculty than I can name here; and every member of the unfailingly interesting Haley family. But most of all, I enjoyed the students and the people who made up the audiences. They were so responsive that each lecture became an increasing joy to deliver.



	Baton Rouge, Louisiana

	T. HARRY WILLIAMS
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IN THE TENSE DAYS OF 1861, when McClellan seemed like the savior of the Union, the press and the public called him the “Little Napoleon.” His soldiers of the Army of the Potomac, the superb fighting body he created, called him “Little Mac.” Soon many of those civilians who had hailed him most adoringly would denounce him as an imbecile, and some would even hint he was a traitor. But the soldiers loved George Brinton McClellan to the last or at least up to the election of 1864, when he took on a new identity as a politician. At Gettysburg the rumor ran through the ranks that McClellan had been restored to command, and officers let it run, knowing the belief would lift the men to higher endeavors. There was something special about this man for the common soldiers. Whenever he appeared, in victory or in defeat, on the field or in the camp, they dropped anything they were doing to cheer and throw their caps in the air and press close to him. It was said that McClellan was the only general who by merely riding up could induce enlisted men to leave their breakfasts and follow him.

This adulation was not aroused simply by his presence, although that was inspiring and martial in itself. He was a man of five feet eight inches, with tremendous shoulders and a chest that measured forty-five inches around. Dark-auburn hair and a shapely head crowned a face of regular features. He looked in 1861 even more youthful than his thirty-five years but at the same time maturely confident and competent. He sat firm and erect in the saddle, the seeming embodiment of all the soldierly virtues. There were other generals who cut as fine a figure and sat a horse as well, but although some of them could stir their troops to enthusiasm and devotion, nobody else could call up the emotions that McClellan did. In part it was that he had the quality called charism, which the great political mass leaders have possessed, the power to excite people merely by appearing before them. And in part it was that he identified himself with the men, imparting to them in some undefinable way that he cared greatly for them and would watch over them, and they sensed this and responded by loving him. Perhaps both he and they between them created something like a father image that neither could let go. This relationship between McClellan and his men, his love affair with the army in the mass, one might say, was one of his strengths and also one of his fatal weaknesses. He loved his men so much he could not bear to sacrifice them in battle.

His strengths and weaknesses, his qualities as a general, are and long have been a subject of dispute between historians and students of the war. In fact, there is no figure of the conflict who is so much a center of controversy as McClellan. His reputation has undergone
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