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Series Foreword

In October 1864 Confederate president Jefferson Davis sought to rally increasingly demoralized Southerners, declaring “by fighting alone can independence be gained.” Months later, in his Second Inaugural Address, President Abraham Lincoln reminded Northerners that “the progress of our arms, upon which all else chiefly depends, is as well known to the public as to myself; and it is, I trust, reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all.”

Though historians have debated endlessly about the causes of Union victory and Confederate defeat in the American Civil War, the North proved triumphant on the battlefield not because of its population advantage, its manufacturing superiority, or because of internal divisions in Dixie. Above all else, Southern hopes for independence and European recognition hinged on battlefield victories; Northern success ultimately resulted from combat victories and superior leadership.

The books in Praeger’s Battles and Leaders of the American Civil War series focus closely on key Civil War battles and the leaders who led their men into the fight. The books treat major battles and examine minutely how the outcome of the battles depended on the abilities, skills, triumphs, and failures of commanders who orchestrated the campaigns. Each book underscores the nexus between military outcome and command decisions, including political implications, supply, tactics, and strategy. The authors emphasize contingencies that influenced battle outcomes. They also consider the social, political, and geographic context of each battle and the background and personalities of the commanders.

With more than 620,000 deaths, the Civil War was the bloodiest conflict on American soil. Books in Battles and Leaders of the American Civil War interpret the war’s combat and its leadership as central to its meaning. Readers will find the volumes fast-paced, up-to-date, well-researched, and valuable guides as they ponder the war’s triumphs and tragedies.

John David Smith

Charles H. Stone Distinguished Professor of American History

The University of North Carolina at Charlotte
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Introduction

While not studied nearly as heavily as some other major campaigns—such as Antietam, Gettysburg, or the 1864 Overland campaign that matched Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S. Grant against each other—the Seven Days’ battles were perhaps the most important battles of the Civil War. If they had turned out differently, then the three famous campaigns mentioned above likely would never have occurred. In the spring of 1862, General George B. McClellan took the largest army in American history, more than 100,000 men, to the eastern peninsula of Virginia and marched, inexorably it seemed, toward Richmond. He intended to defeat the Confederate army and capture the capital city of the rebellious South. Had McClellan accomplished his objective, it is very possible that the war would have ended in that summer of 1862. There is no guarantee of that result, of course, and Southerners’ nationalism may have survived the dispiriting capitulation of their political capital, but there are strong indications that such a decisive and demoralizing defeat in the second year of the war could have stimulated an anti-war sentiment in the South and compelled many Southerners to rejoin the Union, thereby undermining the Confederacy’s attempts to achieve its independence. Had the war ended in the summer of 1862, the United States that emerged from the brief war would have looked much like the United States of antebellum days. There would have been no emancipation, little confiscation of property, and only modest physical or social devastation to have to reconstruct after the war. But McClellan was not successful; he was defeated by a combination of his own strategic errors and the relentless attacks by Lee’s Confederate army. As a result, the war began anew, and much more radical policies and physical destruction accompanied this new phase of conflict.

Though several wartime participants and observers wrote memoirs of the campaign in the years following the war, the first scholarly studies of the Seven Days’ battles—the campaign that first introduced Robert E. Lee into the Confederate pantheon—occurred in the 1930s, when Douglas Southall Freeman wrote his magisterial, comprehensive, and hagiographic four-volume biography of Lee. The Seven Days’ battles take up a large chunk of volume two in that series. Nearly a decade later, Freeman complemented his study of the Southern messiah with a three-volume study of his disciples. Nearly the entirety of the first volume of Lee’s Lieutenants is dedicated to analyzing the positive and many negative contributions of Lee’s subordinate officers, who in Freeman’s opinion, foiled Lee’s well-crafted plans.

Two decades later, the centennial of the war led to many histories of the conflict, which introduced great numbers of people to the Seven Days’ battles and to the quirks of many of the commanders involved. Bruce Catton produced not one, but two trilogies of the war. In Mr. Lincoln’s Army, the first volume of his Army of the Potomac trilogy, Catton brings out the eccentricities of Stonewall Jackson, the crippling caution of McClellan, and the thwarted genius of Lee. In Terrible Swift Sword, the second volume of his American Civil War trilogy, Catton elaborates on these themes in greater detail. Southern author and raconteur, Shelby Foote, joined the centennial party with his massive three-volume history of the war. The first volume presents more than 100 pages about the Peninsula campaign and the Seven Days. Foote is a masterful storyteller with a flair for the dramatic and a witty writing style. He also cannot conceal his pro-southern attitude and he idolizes Lee, as all good Southern boys are supposed to do. Like Catton, Foote’s work introduced many to the war, including this author, who, as a teenager, enjoyed Foote’s works (many years after they were published).

While Catton and Foote brought histories of the war to lay readers (though in Foote’s case, not quickly, as he took nearly two decades to complete his trilogy), Clifford Dowdey specialized in Lee’s first campaign. His book, The Seven Days: The Emergence of Lee, appeared in 1964 during the centennial celebration of the war and was itself a celebration of Lee, as was his biography of “Marse Robert,” which appeared the following year. Dowdey is perhaps the most gifted writer of all the historians to cover this campaign—his storytelling skills are unmatched. Dowdey is also pointed in his criticisms and goes to elaborate lengths to craft alibis for the Confederate military legends, such as Jackson and Lee. Lesser lights of the Confederate galaxy do not fare nearly as well. Dowdey is unsparing of those he viewed as subpar, but is critical in such articulate and clever prose that it is a pleasure to read him tear apart Lee’s subordinates.

After Dowdey, nearly three decades passed before another quality interpretation of the campaign emerged. Though some historians wrote forgettable volumes, it was not until Stephen Sears’s To the Gates of Richmond appeared in 1992 that those interested in this pivotal first campaign had something substantial to sink their teeth into. Sears sanded off many of the worshipful edges of Lee and presented a more balanced, critical commentary on the battle. He did not spare Jackson as others had, and he credited Lee with some mistakes that others had not. Sears also bucked the historical trend by placing General George McClellan at the center of his volume, and pointed out that the Southern success was primarily due to McClellan’s mistakes. This is not surprising as Sears had written a detailed and analytical biography of the “Young Napoleon” a decade earlier. By shining the light more on McClellan, Sears did not alter the negative opinion of McClellan’s performance during the battle, but painted a much fuller picture of why McClellan made the strange and defeatist decisions that he did.

The final worthy entry into the history of these battles is Brian K. Burton’s Extraordinary Circumstances (2001), whose title is a play on Lee’s much-quoted summation of the campaign: “Under ordinary circumstances the Federal Army should have been destroyed.” Burton points out that Lee was reading his future success back into his previous experience, arguing instead that a close analysis of all the factors in the battle—and Burton does a very close and occasionally tedious analysis—reveals that Lee was fortunate to accomplish what he did. Burton also provides a more forgiving tone than most authors. He views the campaign from the individual commanders’ perspectives and largely absolves Lee’s subordinate commanders (especially Jackson) from their frequently criticized decisions. He also tends to give McClellan and his subordinates a little more credit than other historians have, pointing out the skillful change of base that McClellan completed successfully, and providing more understanding as to why the general felt compelled to make the decisions that he made.

Thus, the history of Lee’s first campaign—and the last greatest chance for the Union to end the war quickly with the country largely unchanged—has gone through several permutations. The initial histories were paeans to Lee’s prowess, suggesting that his lack of decisive results was due to the flaws of his many subordinates. Later histories focused the lens on Union commanders, high command decisions, and the view from the bottom—the enlisted men—and the complex nature and effects of military decisions. Much of the bright sheen on Lee’s statue has been dulled, while some of the muck staining the monuments of McClellan and others has been scraped away. Yet, for the average American who knows anything about this battle (and admittedly that is a very small number), the basic story that remains reified to this day is that Lee aggressively sought to destroy the Union army and developed a skilled plan to do so, but was thwarted from realizing his plan by the mistakes of his subordinates. McClellan was too cautious and retreated too readily, even though he outnumbered his foe. In summation, McClellan lost his nerve and Lee was let down by his underlings.

Those with more knowledge of Civil War history will perhaps find remarkable similarities to the Southern rationalizations for the defeat at Gettysburg. That myth suggests that Lee made all the right moves, but was forced to suffer defeat because of the failings of his subordinates, primarily A. P. Hill, James Longstreet, Richard Ewell, and Jeb Stuart (all major players in the Seven Days’ battles as well). The major difference between those two campaigns was that, after the defeat at Gettysburg in July 1863, Lee openly acknowledged his failure even if no one else would. After the Seven Days’ battles, however, Lee never publicly admitted that he had made any mistakes. Instead, he quietly made changes, many of which reflected that he believed his subordinates had been the reason for the less than spectacular success he had desired.

* * *

This book synthesizes the historical scholarship on the campaign and offers a detailed synopsis of the battle, while putting forward some new arguments. I analyze the standard interpretations of many of the officers involved, the decisions
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