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INTRODUCTION

At noon on July 10, 1861, Major W. P. Butler stepped into the headquarters of the First Brigade, of the newly designated Confederate Army of the Potomac, at Fairfax Court House, Virginia. There was, he said, a young lady outside who wished to see the general.

Brigadier General Milledge L. Bonham at first refused to see her. Indeed, he was under orders not to allow women to pass through his lines. Fairfax Court House stood barely twenty miles west of Washington, and he and his superiors had information that female spies from the Federal capital had attempted to pass in disguise on several occasions. The main Confederate army lay posted in and about Manassas Junction just ten miles southwest of Bonham’s position. There was much the enemy in Washington would like to know of its strength and intentions. Justifiably, Bonham was cautious.

But the young lady insisted, said Provost Marshal Butler. She had vitally important information which she must deliver to Bonham, and to no other. The general relented, his capitulation softened somewhat by Butler’s admission that the young woman was “very pretty.”

Bonham soon agreed. “I was very much startled,” he wrote, “at recognizing the face of a beautiful young lady, a brunette, with sparkling black eyes, perfect features, glossy black hair.” He had seen her before. Sitting as a congressman from South Carolina in the House of Representatives in Washington, he had seen her face more than once among the spectators in the House gallery. That, however, was seven months ago, in what seemed another world.

Now the young lady introduced herself as Bettie Duval of Washington. She had left that city the day before, dressed in a farm woman’s costume, riding across the Potomac River via the Chain Bridge in a market cart. Once in northern Virginia, she spent the night at the home of a friend, and there traded her humble clothing and cart for a neat riding dress and a horse. Escorted by a cousin, she rode the next morning toward Bonham’s cavalry pickets near Vienna, several miles north of Fairfax Court House, and from there proceeded with a cavalry escort to the general’s headquarters. In all, she had ridden fourteen dusty miles on an unusually hot and humid morning. Yet, she said, she stood prepared to ride on to the main army at Manassas unless Bonham agreed to take her information and forward it to his commander. For weeks now would-be heroines had been coming into Confederate camps, the bearers of “vital information” which proved to be worthless. Consequently Bonham was skeptical of Miss Duval but in the end he agreed to pass her dispatch along to his superior.

“Upon my announcing that I would at once have it safely forwarded,” the general later recalled, “she took out her tucking comb and let fall the longest and most beautiful roll of hair that I have ever seen on human head. Flushed from the morning’s ride, with the glow of patriotic devotion beaming from her bright face, she looked to the Confederate General radiantly beautiful. She took from the back of her head, where it was safely tied, a small package not larger than a silver half dollar carefully sewed up in black silk, which she said contained the important information … to the effect that the enemy would advance the day he did.”

The whole scene so reeked of penny romance that it bordered on the ludicrous. A beautiful heroine, disdaining to sweat—or even glisten—from her hot, perilous ride, unfolds her raven tresses before the chivalrous general of the Confederacy to deliver a message of vital importance to the infant Southern nation. It was all really happening, but more like fiction come to life, a Waverley novel gone mad. Years later, Mark Twain would only half in jest propose that the American Civil War was to be blamed on Sir Walter Scott, that the people of the South had somehow persuaded themselves that the mythical era of gallant knights and fair damsels of Ivanhoe had come to life in Dixie. An entire nation, like this small group in Bonham’s headquarters, seemed to be playing a role from a romance. Only here the stake was not a maiden’s hand, the chivalry would be absent from the stage all too quickly, and the end of the drama just begun lay farther in the distance than any of the players imagined.

But for General Bonham in the immediate moment there were other matters to consider. Miss Duval’s message came from a reliable source, and its import was unmistakable. “McDowell has certainly been ordered to advance on the sixteenth,” it read. Even as Bonham watched Miss Duval put her hair back in place, he knew that in less than a week a Federal army would be on the move toward Manassas. Somewhere there or among the positions along the gentle stream called Bull Run, a major clash of arms was inevitable.1


CHAPTER 1


AN ARMY IN THE MAKING

America, it seemed, had gone mad and gone to war with itself. Four decades of compromise between the sections of the country had come to naught, largely because the lawmakers of Washington repeatedly chose to treat the symptom rather than the illness. Missouri might be admitted to the Union as a slave state in 1821 and California admitted as a free state in 1850, but still the bare fact of slavery in America remained. It was a sickness that tore at the Republic’s very being and one that could only be dealt with in violence and in pain.

In 1860 it seemed that the crisis had come. November saw the election of Abraham Lincoln to the Presidency. The reaction in the South was instantaneous. Grown paranoid over its ever-dwindling minority status in population and representation in Congress, and further excited by the relatively small but extremely vocal abolition movement in the North, the Southern states and their leaders saw no choice ahead but to forfeit slavery and the shadow issue of state rights, or else attempt to leave the Union. Their right of secession seemed unquestionable, and their ability to defend that right—with the certain aid of the Almighty—against a mob of Yankee shopkeepers, was a foregone conclusion. On December 20, 1860, South Carolina formally adopted an ordinance of secession, and the next day her legislators in Washington, Bonham among them, withdrew from Congress.

Within days other states passed similar ordinances. By February 1, 1861, seven Southern states had withdrawn from the Union. A week later a constitution for the newly formed Confederate States of America was adopted, and on the following day, February 9, Jefferson Davis was chosen provisional president. In a few days Davis would intimate that secession might result in war with the North, but he did not expect it. Meanwhile, Lincoln, while en route to Washington for his inauguration, stated repeatedly that there was no real crisis, only an “artificial” one.

But the new Confederacy was doing little to avoid a crisis. Indeed, the “fire-eaters” of the South encouraged it. Federal property in all of the seceded states was seized, a United States garrison at Pensacola, Florida, was forced to fortify itself on offshore Fort Pickens, and Major Robert Anderson’s command at Charleston, South Carolina, lay bottled up in Fort Sumter out in the harbor. On January 9, when the relief ship Star of the West tried to bring men and supplies to Anderson, Confederate shore batteries opened fire and forced her to abandon the attempt. As yet no blood had been shed. The almost daily incidents that occurred in the first months of 1861 were of a minor character and were well contained. Neither Davis nor Lincoln wanted open conflict. The former hoped for a peaceful separation, the latter a peaceful reconciliation.

Part of the reason that both hoped to avoid war was that neither was fully prepared for it. At the beginning of 1861, the United States Army numbered barely over 16,000, the majority of them thinly spread throughout the Western states and territories as an Indian deterrent. The new Confederacy, of course, had no standing army when created, but it did have the benefits of a militia tradition that dated back to colonial times. Indeed, the local militia company often served as the center of society and entertainment. In major cities throughout the South young men of the finest families vied for membership in an elite company. Some groups like New Orleans’ Washington Artillery and the Richmond Howitzers had been in existence for years. Scores of others came into being in 1859, when John Brown’s raid on the Federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, sent a jolt through the slave states. From this nucleus Davis might expect to draw the core of an army, but it would take time.

Equally important was the uncertainty, felt by both sides, over the course that the border states would pursue. Virginia, Maryland, North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, Missouri, and Arkansas were all slave states, yet each harbored a powerful quotient of Union sentiment. Should they all remain neutral—which seemed to be the inclination of Kentucky—then Union and Confederacy would be, at their nearest point, over 150 miles apart. An overland conflict would be impractical if not impossible. Should they side with either of the contending parties, however, victory for that side seemed almost assured.

Knowing this, Lincoln took from the first a cautious stance toward the border states, and a conciliatory tone toward the Confederacy. In his Inaugural Address on March 4, 1861, he made it clear once more that he sought not the destruction of the institution of slavery as it then existed in the slave states, and neither did he wish to interfere with any of the other legitimate business of the states under the Constitution. Thus, he said, if war should commence, it could only be precipitated by the South. “In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war.” He would not use force to reunite the severed states unless they forced it upon him. “The government will not assail you, unless you first assail it. You can have no conflict, without being yourselves the aggressors.” It was more than a message to the Confederacy. It was a declaration of intent for the border states, and particularly Virginia. The least hostile act might drive her into the secessionist camp, and with her could go most of the others.1

What Lincoln might take for aggression, however, Davis regarded as self-defense. Now that the “sovereign” states had withdrawn and formed their own nation, the presence of Federal armed forces at Forts Pickens and Sumter was not only an affront, but also in the case of the latter a threat to the peaceful commerce of South Carolina. While he tried for months to persuade Washington to evacuate Sumter peacefully, Davis and South Carolina Governor Francis W. Pickens steadily built up the batteries in and around Charleston. They hoped to starve Anderson into leaving. But then came notification from Lincoln on April 8 that he was sending supply ships to Sumter. If no hostile action were taken, as with the Star of the West, then he promised to land food only, and not reinforcements.

With their plan of starving Anderson thus threatened, Davis authorized the Confederate commander at Charleston, Brigadier General P. G. T. Beauregard, to demand the fort’s immediate surrender. If Anderson did not comply, Beauregard was to open fire. Anderson tried to play for time, but for him it ran out at 4:30 A.M., April 12. Confederate batteries opened fire. Thirty-four hours later Anderson surrendered.

Now it was done. The Confederacy had assailed the Federal Government. Armed insurrection had begun, and Lincoln had a solemn duty to put it down. On April 15 he issued a call on the remaining states to raise 75,000 volunteers for three months’ service to defend the Union. This was too much for Virginia. With her Southern sentiments already stirred by the success in Charleston, she voted for secession two days later. During the next month Arkansas, Tennessee, and North Carolina would follow. Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri, would maintain, though tenuously at times, their ties with the old Union. Thus the battle lines were drawn but no blood had been shed. There was still hope for peace, though whether it could come by reconciliation or separation no one could say. But events were beginning to shape themselves. Threats and pressures on leaders were accelerating, promising to jump entirely out of control and hurtle North and South toward catastrophe.

The next move was up to Washington. Even as the order for the volunteers went out, Lincoln consulted with his chief military adviser, Lieutenant General Winfield Scott. The immediate problem facing them was the defense of the capital, the removal or destruction of important Federal property and military goods in danger of falling into Confederate hands, and the formation of an army to protect Washington, prevent Maryland from joining her Southern sisters, and eventually put down the rebellion by force if necessary.

Scott, as it happened, was older than the United States. He was born a Virginian in 1786, but there had never been any question that his allegiance to the Union stood above all else. He was a military legend. A hero in the War of 1812, he went on to become a brigadier general in the Regular Army and, by 1841, a major general and general-in-chief of the United States Army. In this capacity he became the chief architect of the victory in the war with Mexico, and emerged from the conflict with sufficient stature to obtain the Whig nomination for the Presidency in 1852. But in the subsequent election, Franklin Pierce dealt him a smashing defeat.

He had always been a moderate man, given to conciliation where possible, loath to use force unless necessary. By 1861, however, much of the public confidence in him had dwindled. He was seventy-four years old, his six-foot-five-inch frame made almost comical by obesity. He could not ride a horse, walked with difficulty, lost his temper more and more easily, and seemed at times to let his pride cloud his judgment. But behind the lumbering façade still worked a brilliant mind and a loyal heart. “I have served my country, under the flag of the Union, for more than fifty years,” he declared. “I will defend that flag with my sword, even if my native State assails it.”2

Scott regarded the defense of Washington as his first priority. With Virginia now seceded and actively raising troops for her own defense, only the Potomac separated the capital from the hostile camp. Troops were needed at once to garrison the Federal city, but getting them there presented a difficult problem. The only overland routes passed through miles of Maryland soil in which the sentiment for secession ran high. The best and quickest avenues involved passage through Baltimore, perhaps the most rabidly pro-Southern section of the state. On April 19 the citizens of Baltimore provided a vivid portent of the difficulty Scott would have moving troops through Maryland. On that day the 6th Massachusetts Infantry arrived in Baltimore on its way to Washington. Here their rail cars had to be pulled by horse across the city to the Washington station. An angry mob began to gather, taunting the soldiers with insults, then throwing bricks and paving stones. Finally shots were fired, and by the time the 6th Massachusetts was again on its way, at least four soldiers and nine civilians lay dead in the streets of Baltimore. Worse yet, the incident so inflamed secessionist passions in the city that this rail route could not safely be used again by troops bound for Washington. The capital, in effect, lay isolated from the rest of the Union.

For a solution to the immediate problem of reinforcing Washington, Scott turned to an old friend who, like himself, had been born before the turn of the century. Robert Patterson was a native of Ireland, born in 1792. Because of political difficulties, the family moved to Pennsylvania in 1798, and young Patterson grew up in the Quaker state until, at age twenty, he entered the Army in the War of 1812, rising to the rank of colonel. At war’s end he remained in the Pennsylvania militia, eventually winning a major generalcy. When war with Mexico broke out, he was commissioned in that rank in the United States Army, and subsequently accompanied Scott in his march to Mexico City as his second-in-command. By 1861, Patterson was the only battle-experienced officer other than Scott himself who had exercised high command in the headquarters and the field. The very same day that the 6th Massachusetts encountered trouble in Baltimore, Scott had Patterson commissioned once again a major general and placed him in command of a military district comprising the states of Delaware, Maryland, and Pennsylvania, as well as the District of Columbia. Now it was up to Patterson to organize the three-month troops being raised and to get as many of them as possible into Washington without delay.

Patterson was not a happy choice. He had never held independent command or the sole responsibility that went with it. Now he vacillated, unsure of himself. He saw difficulties and pitfalls in every move, found delays in the slightest happenstance, and consistently refused to make his own decisions. Instead, he consulted his subordinates, apparently in hopes of finding an overwhelming consensus that would force him into an obvious course. Alas, his staff officers were, for the most part, just as indecisive as he.

Consequently, while Patterson and Scott had a plan for opening a route through Maryland, nothing was immediately done about it. The general-in-chief, perhaps sensing that he had given Patterson more than he could handle, broke up the department on April 27. The District of Columbia and part of northern Maryland were placed under another of Scott’s favorites, Colonel Joseph K. F. Mansfield, while Brigadier General Benjamin F. Butler, a Massachusetts politician, received command of that part of Maryland lying between Washington and Annapolis.

Now, it was hoped, Patterson could concentrate all his energies upon opening a route through Maryland to the capital in order to reinforce the city. Scott devised a plan to move troops to Philadelphia, transport them by train to Havre de Grace, thence by ship to Annapolis, and from there once again by rail to the District of Columbia. At the same time, he ordered Patterson to prepare for a march on Baltimore. The city must be occupied by Federal forces before rebellion had a chance to spread any farther. Patterson, as usual, offered only excuse and delay, even though he had twenty-six regiments in various stages of readiness at his command. Finally he promised to move on Baltimore on May 8. Five days later he still had not moved, when unexpected news came from Butler that he had marched without orders, entered Baltimore quietly by night, and occupied the city unawares. Scott was understandably displeased with Butler, and replaced him immediately with another officer, but the fact remained that Baltimore was now safely in Federal hands, and the movement of Union troops through it to Washington could proceed without serious hazard. As for the state of Maryland herself, ties with the Union remained somewhat tenuous for the next four months until Lincoln arrested disloyal members of the state legislature. Thereafter, despite much continued sympathy for the Confederate States, Maryland remained a loyal state.

Even while agonizing over the relief of Washington, Scott addressed himself to the other pressing needs in the current emergency. On April 18, the day after Virginia voted to secede, the Federal armory at Harpers Ferry was burned and abandoned under imminent threat of being attacked and seized by Virginia state forces gathered nearby. Some 15,000 stands of arms were destroyed or seriously damaged, as well as machine and carpenter shops. Nothing, it was hoped, had been left intact to aid or arm the rebels. Two days later the United States Navy shipyard and drydock facilities in and around Norfolk, Virginia, were fired, and those ships that could not be taken away were scuttled or burned. This was the last remaining United States property in Confederate-occupied territory, or at least the last that Scott could reach to damage or destroy.

Now he could turn his attention to fortifying Washington and, it was hoped, to occupying enough of the Virginia side of the Potomac to give the city some breathing space, and make it secure from artillery bombardment. As soon as Baltimore was secure, volunteer regiments began pouring into Washington at a steady rate, and just as steadily Mansfield put them to work building defenses, drilling, slowly turning the city into an armed camp.

As soon as possible, Scott wanted to cross to the Virginia side of the Potomac and turn the rebels out of Alexandria. It would afford somewhat of a relief from the tension of having an armed enemy just across the river, give Scott a base in Virginia from which to launch any further operations in putting down the rebellion, and finally it would remove from the eyes of the capital the insulting sight of Confederate flags flying from Alexandria’s rooftops.

Actually, the Confederate commander in Alexandria, Lieutenant Colonel A. S. Taylor, beat Scott by some three weeks. He was under orders from his superior, Colonel Philip St. George Cocke, not to abandon Alexandria without fighting, even against overwhelming numbers. If forced out, Taylor was to retire slowly, breaking up the railroad tracks as he went, falling back toward Manassas Junction. Only if in danger of “uselessly sacrificing your command” was he to fall back, and even then Cocke expected of him a “gallant and fighting retreat.”

But Taylor could see what Cocke could not. His troops were few and inefficient. Some were armed with antiquated flintlock muskets, while others were barely armed at all, and many had no cartridges or musket caps. Worse yet, all but one company of infantry consisted of local men, with homes in the city. Consequently, they were spread out all around the town, and it would be almost impossible to call them all together at the point of attack, for each man would want to defend his home. Taylor doubted that he could put up any fight at all other than “a disastrous and demoralizing retreat in the face of an enemy.” An orderly withdrawal would be far more beneficial to his command’s morale. Finally, he received information which indicated that Scott would try to occupy Alexandria on May 6 or 7 by a movement from Washington and a flank march by troops he believed to have been landed a few miles downriver at Mount Vernon. Under these circumstances, Taylor felt he had no choice but to evacuate Alexandria, which he did on May 5. Cocke wanted him arrested, but was persuaded otherwise, while Alexandria and a foothold on the Virginia shore lay open to the Federals without resistance.3

Not until the morning of May 24 did Scott move. Since most of the troops in Washington by this time were New York volunteers, he felt it politic to place them under the command of a New York militia major general, Charles W. Sandford, though Mansfield had over-all responsibility for the operation. It was all accomplished quietly. Bridges were crossed and secured before they could be fired, and the only Confederate troops in the city, a company of thirty-five cavalry, were taken without a shot. Indeed, the only unfortunate occurrence of the operation was the murder of Colonel Elmer E. Ellsworth of the 11th New York. A special friend of Lincoln’s, he had seen a rebel flag flying from the roof of the Marshal House in Alexandria. Personally he entered the house, climbed up to the roof and took down the offensive banner, only to be shot dead by the proprietor of the place.

The movements of May 24 were not confined solely to Alexandria. Sandford also occupied Arlington, and with it the Custis-Lee mansion overlooking the Potomac. Built by George W. P. Custis, adopted son of one of America’s greatest soldiers, George Washington, it was then the residence of Custis’ son-in-law, Robert E. Lee of the Virginia state forces, and a brigadier in the new Confederate Army. Sandford made the home his headquarters in order to protect it from possible vandalism.

With Alexandria secured, the Federal authorities now faced a new problem. Virginia was outside the departmental limits of Mansfield’s District of Columbia command. A new department must be created to encompass this part of Virginia and any other ground that ensuing events might bring under Federal control. Because he was a state militia general and not a Regular Army officer, Sandford was regarded as unsuitable for the command. Scott had his own choice, Mansfield, but others soon took the matter almost entirely out of his control. Against his preferences and better judgment, Scott was forced to appoint to the command a man who had never led even a company of men in battle, and who just two weeks before had been a mere major in the office of the adjutant general.

Irvin McDowell never in his life expected to be where he found himself in May 1861. He was forty-two years old, an Ohioan who, after graduating from the United States Military Academy at West Point, went on to become an instructor in tactics at the Academy. When war came with Mexico, he served on the staff of Brigadier General John E. Wool, and comported himself with such gallantry at the Battle of Buena Vista that he was given a brevet promotion to captain. The remainder of the war he spent on Scott’s staff, and a warm friendship grew between them. After the war, McDowell remained on Scott’s staff, apparently content with a career that was bound nowhere.

Personally he was something of an enigma. A large man of robust physique, he was not handsome but did have, thought some, a “congenial face.” Blue-eyed, square-jawed, bearded, and quite heavy-set, he did at least give the appearance of self-confidence. In his personal habits he seemed a puritan. He neither drank nor smoked, even disdaining tea and coffee. But he more than made up for this abstinence by his eating habits. “At dinner he was such a Gargantuan feeder and so absorbed in the dishes before him that he had but little time for conversation,” wrote a fellow officer. “While he drank neither wine nor spirits, he fairly gobbled the larger part of every dish within reach, and wound up with an entire watermelon, which he said was ‘monstrous fine!’ ”

Beyond this there was a certain lack of humor coupled with a stiff formality or aloofness that separated him automatically from his subordinates and superiors. A bad listener, he frequently lost himself in thought while others were speaking. This, combined with a rare ability to forget names and faces, failed to endear him to many. Sometimes rude, he often let his temper flare out of control. A good friend, Lincoln’s Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase, found that McDowell was “too indifferent in manner, and his officers are sometimes alienated by it.… There is an apparent hauteur: no, that is not the word—rough indifference expresses better the idea—in his way toward them, that makes it hard for them to feel any very warm personal sentiments toward him.”

McDowell had attracted some little attention to himself during April when he aided in the organization of Washington’s defenses. He was an outspoken Unionist, and was well known to Chase, himself a former governor of Ohio. Chase, Governor William Dennison of Ohio, and even Secretary of War Simon Cameron all hoped to advance McDowell as soon as possible. The opportunity came early in May when Lincoln called for the expansion of the Regular Army by 22,714 men of all arms. Such an enlargement would require several new brigadiers and major generals. When the Cabinet met to discuss appointments, Chase was determined that McDowell should be one of those selected. He wanted a major generalcy for him, and during the meeting had called McDowell to the Executive Mansion to inform him of his plans. When Chase left the meeting briefly to talk with him, a dumfounded McDowell observed that such a promotion would certainly cause bad feeling toward him among those officers superior to him who would be passed over in the act, and suggested that he would be more than content as a brigadier.

With no difficulty, McDowell was appointed a brigadier general in the Regular Army to date from May 14, 1861. The only real opposition to the appointment came from Scott. Besides the fact that it jumped McDowell over many other officers who were his senior in rank and length of service, it also elevated him over Scott’s old friend Mansfield. Consequently, Scott insisted that Mansfield be made a brigadier to date from May 14 as well. Lincoln complied, and Scott took some relief from the fact that Mansfield, formerly a colonel, would still at least outrank McDowell, who had been only a brevet major.

The satisfaction proved of short duration. Now that the new brigadiers stood ready for assignment, Scott was given his choice between Mansfield and McDowell for the Virginia command. He did not wish to send either, wanting to keep Mansfield in command in the District, and having other plans for McDowell. But since Sandford was not considered suitable, Scott reluctantly chose McDowell to replace him. Soon afterward he sent two of his aides to McDowell to suggest that he ask the Secretary of War not to assign him to the Virginia post. Scott’s motives are somewhat obscure, though he would declare that he did not want to invade Virginia. Perhaps it was because of his own ties to the Old Dominion. He did say that he favored a large-scale movement down the Mississippi instead, thinking it would end the conflict if successful. A march into Virginia would affect only the one state, whereas capture of the Mississippi would split the Confederacy in two.

Whatever the case, McDowell declined to accept Scott’s suggestion. “I said I could not do that,” declared the new brigadier. “Just appointed a general officer, it was not for me to make a personal request not to take the command which I had been ordered upon. I could not stand upon it. I had no reputation, as he had, and I refused to make any such application.” Consequently, on May 27 the Department of Northeastern Virginia was created by the War Department, and Brigadier General Irvin McDowell received command. It was a heady moment for the new general, but one clouded by a brooding lieutenant general in Washington who had been used to having his way. Scott did not appreciate McDowell’s refusal, and would not forget it. “The general was cool for a great while,” McDowell would recall, and it would have a material effect upon the coming operations in Virginia.4

McDowell rode across the Potomac on the afternoon of May 27, but arrived too late to take formal command. Instead, he conferred with Sandford on the situation in and around Alexandria, spent the night, and the next morning rode into the city well before 5 A.M. He spent the rest of the day examining his troop positions and reviewing the condition of his soldiers. What he found demanded immediate action. No defensive works at Alexandria had yet been started or even planned, besides which no one had sent over tools to do the work. Worse, the men complained of inadequate supply. There were no wagons to haul commissary goods, most officers did not yet possess enough experience to organize adequate supply services for their men, and communications were so bad between the Virginia and Washington sides of the river that orders for food, when sent, were not received. Indeed, one of the regiments actually hired its own private freight wagons to procure supplies.

McDowell immediately requested more wagons from the War Department, and as well asked to have a number of Regular Army officers assigned to him for staff and other duties involved in getting the small army running more efficiently. In one instance, the general actually feared a violation of the Constitution. Troops in his command were quartering themselves in private homes and fields, not necessarily with the owners’ permission. He immediately asked for funds, if necessary, to pay rent and recompense for wood taken for fires.

Indeed, this matter of abusing the private property of Virginia citizens proved of great concern to McDowell. He knew that, even though the state had seceded, there still dwelled within the Old Dominion a substantial Union sentiment. Abuses of her citizenry could only undermine that support, thereby endangering the ultimate success of any military movement that might require some degree of local sympathy. “I am aware we are not, theoretically speaking, at war with the State of Virginia, and we are not, here, in an enemy’s country,” he wrote. Thus, outrages against the persons and property of Virginia’s citizens by his soldiers, even under the excuse that the victims were secessionists, could not pass unpunished. He proposed that he set up a military commission to try offenders, since local civil justice had broken down. The whole subject may have been on his mind thanks to his own somewhat unconstitutional occupation of the Custis-Lee mansion. Mrs. Lee wrote to him on May 30 to protest the use of her home as Federal headquarters, and the same day McDowell hastened to reply. He told her that he was staying outside the house in a tent on its grounds, “preferring this to sleeping in the house, under the circumstances which the painful state of the country places me with respect to its proprietors.” He promised to have such care taken with the house that whenever Mrs. Lee returned she should find nothing out of place. Meanwhile, McDowell gave orders forbidding his officers and men to arrest or detain any Virginian solely because of Confederate sentiments, and warning them not to enter forcibly or search a home without orders. At the same time he asked that careful accounts be kept of all crops destroyed, the number and size of buildings occupied, and the value of lands used for troop encampments or earthworks. Authorization was given to the public to make application for restitution of any damages incurred to their property. So far McDowell was waging a very civil war indeed.5

McDowell formally took command on May 28, and at once began the work of making an army of the disparate group of officers and regiments at hand. An important appointment was that of Captain James B. Fry to the duties of assistant adjutant general, the chief officer through whom the general’s orders would be promulgated, and by whom he would communicate with headquarters in the War Department. Fry, a thirty-four-year-old Illinoisian, possessed one quality that stands pre-eminent in a staff officer—complete loyalty and devotion to his superior. McDowell would need that in the days ahead.

Brigades had to be organized, and commanders appointed for them. McDowell wanted only Regular officers for this task, and he found them in Colonels Charles P. Stone, Samuel P. Heintzelman, and David Hunter. To Stone he gave the 1st Michigan Infantry, the 11th New York, and the 5th Massachusetts. Heintzelman’s brigade contained the 8th, 12th, and 27th New York regiments, and Hunter’s the 5th, 28th, and 69th New York. This, with a few companies of cavalry and sections of artillery, made up his command for the moment. It was a modest beginning for what would become one day one of the greatest armies in military history.6


CHAPTER 2


THE “SOUTHRONS” GATHER

As soon as Virginia’s intention of seceding was announced, the Confederate Government, then operating in Montgomery, Alabama, sent Vice President Alexander H. Stephens to Richmond in order to smooth the state’s road into the Confederacy. Stephens encountered no difficulty, and indeed had little to do, for Virginia’s mind was settled. Immediately thereafter, on April 20, Governor John Letcher issued a call for volunteers to defend the state against Federal invasion, and in it invited any Virginia officers in the United States Army and Navy to resign their commissions and accept appointments of similar or higher grade in the state service. The very next day he elaborated upon his decree, ordering that all companies then raised between Richmond and the Blue Ridge and in the Shenandoah Valley should rendezvous as quickly as possible and hold themselves ready for action. Sensing immediately that Virginia must first defend her northeastern border along the Potomac, Letcher immediately ordered Cocke to defend “the line of the Potomac.”

Cocke was an old soldier from one of Virginia’s finest families. A West Point graduate, he nevertheless left the service in 1834, and for the next twenty-seven years devoted himself to managing plantations in Virginia and Mississippi. He became an eminent agriculturalist, publishing frequent articles in journals and writing a book on farm management. A slender, handsome, yet somehow sad-looking man, he accepted an appointment as brigadier in the state service on April 21.

Even as Cocke moved to Alexandria to take command, other officers began to tender their services to Letcher. One of them was Colonel Robert E. Lee. There is little doubt that, on April 18, Lee was called to Washington and offered the command of the army which would be raised to put down the rebellion. It would have been the greatest assignment of his already distinguished career, but he declined. The son of a Revolutionary War hero, “Light-Horse Harry” Lee, he compiled an unexampled record at West Point and thereafter spent thirty-two years in the Army. During the Mexican War, serving on the staffs of Wool and later Scott, he repeatedly won plaudits, and promotions, for his daring in battle and his efficiency in the field. In 1852 he took over the superintendency of the Military Academy, and seven years later, now an officer in the field, commanded the troops which captured John Brown and his raiders at Harpers Ferry. He was a great favorite of Scott’s, and it was a sad moment for all parties concerned when, on April 20, 1861, Lee resigned his commission. Two days later Letcher made him a major general in command of all state forces.

Immediately Lee conferred with Cocke on what could be and should be done on the Potomac line. The outlook was not encouraging. On April 23, Cocke had but 300 men fit for duty, no artillery and ammunition, no staff, and no engineers to erect defensive works. He was virtually powerless to resist any movement across the river from Washington, particularly when he thought he could see as many as 10,000 Federal troops in the capital. In a failing as old as warfare itself, Cocke was greatly exaggerating his opponents’ numbers.

All he could do, Cocke reported, was to “act for the present absolutely on the defensive; to watch the enemy; to keep you informed of his movements; to rally to my aid the whole country in the rear; to organize, and await re-enforcements from every possible quarter.” Immediately Lee began to send Cocke what he could—two cannon here, an engineer officer there, small arms and ammunition. A few days later Cocke removed his personal headquarters some distance to Culpeper Court House, well into the interior of the state. Here he could begin his stated task of rallying to arms the young men of the state, setting up camps to train them, and better directing the over-all defense of the long line of the Potomac, from Alexandria to Harpers Ferry. Meanwhile, he left a small command behind at Alexandria, more to observe than defend. Had Cocke known how long it would take Scott to mount a movement across the Potomac, the Confederate might have been a little less fearful of his position. It seemed not to occur to him, or to others including Lee, that the Federals were just as unprepared to attack as they were to defend.1

While Lee and Cocke fretted over their weakness in troops, the process of commissioning more generals went on. Virginia was among the largest of the Confederate states, and her defense would require several regional commands and commanders. Major General William B. Taliaferro was ordered to take charge of Virginia forces in and around Norfolk. Colonel George A. Porterfield was assigned to command forces in northwestern Virginia. And to organize the motley assemblage of militia and volunteers who had swarmed into Harpers Ferry after the Federals set their fires and evacuated, Letcher and Lee appointed Colonel Thomas Jonathan Jackson.

Even as the Federals were marching away from a burning Harpers Ferry on April 18, two companies of Virginia militia raced into the little town to begin putting out fires. As many guns as could be saved soon found themselves in the hands of enthusiastic Southerners. And when word of the capture spread, other companies from throughout the Shenandoah Valley and the hills of western Virginia began to flock to the arsenal town. Even without an acknowledged commander, the various groups of soldiers, clothed like a patchwork and armed with every description of new and ancient weapon, began to drill and train. Within a week after the occupation, Captain William Baylor, commanding the West Augusta Guards—soon to be Company L, 5th Virginia Infantry—wrote home that “The men work willingly, eat heartily, and sleep as soundly on the ground, as a prince in a palace. They are ready for a fight, and I believe are eager to show their courage in driving back any invading force.”2

There was no question that Harpers Ferry would be a point of attack in any Federal attempt to regain Virginia. Resting as it did at the very northern tip of the Shenandoah, it commanded the entrance to the valley. Who controlled that valley, in turn, held the fate of Virginia. The state fed on the Shenandoah’s grain, and the valley itself split the commonwealth in half. The Shenandoah had to be held if Virginia were to remain intact, and the way to hold it was to hold Harpers Ferry.

After a few days of directionless drilling among the volunteers gathered there, it was obvious that a commander had to be sent to make order, organize the troops into regiments, and set up defenses against attack. Hence the appointment of Jackson.

And an odd appointment it was. Jackson was thirty-seven now, a native of western Virginia, and an undistinguished graduate of West Point. His service in the Mexican War won him two brevet promotions but little notice, and in 1852 he resigned his commission to become an instructor at Lexington’s Virginia Military Institute. Here it was that many of the stories about Jackson started, for the combination of eccentric professor and imaginative boys was bound to strike sparks. They called him “Tom Fool” and “Old Blue Light,” the latter because of his eyes. Few if any of the boys liked the punctilious disciplinarian, and at least one resolved to kill him someday. Twice cadets challenged him to duels. When not damning him, they privately subjected him to ridicule for his quaint habits. He sucked lemons at every opportunity, to relieve a stomach disorder. He would not touch pepper for fear it would make his leg ache. His high-pitched voice sounded totally incongruous coming from his six-foot, robust frame. He rarely laughed, and when he did his head fell back, his mouth opened wide—and no sound whatsoever came out. He was such a stickler for obeying orders that, on the day he was to lead a column of cadets to Richmond after he had been commissioned, he sat motionless on his horse until the courthouse bell rang the hour of noon. He and the column were ready to go five minutes earlier, but his orders called for him to leave at noon, and that was when he would leave.

Once in command at Harpers Ferry, Colonel Jackson lost no time in whipping his men into shape—literally, thought some. He drilled them incessantly, regardless of the weather, and denied them any of the luxuries that the volunteer of 1861 thought necessary. One angry private complained that Jackson “considered a gum cloth, a blanket, a tooth brush and forty rounds of cartridges as the full equipment of a gentleman soldier.” At first he proved to be just as unpopular with the men as he had been with the boys. But in time they came to understand and respect the man. For all his peculiarities, there was a rock-hard strength to him. He brought them order out of confusion, and he surprised them by showing them what they could achieve with discipline. As for the other requisites of the soldier, bravery and fighting spirit, they brought that with them to Harpers Ferry. “A fierce spirit animates these rough-looking men,” wrote a Confederate officer, “and if called upon, even now, to meet the enemy, I have no fear of the result of the battle.”

In time Jackson organized them into regiments. They came with such colorful appellations as the “Grayson Daredevils,” “Montgomery Fencibles,” “Ready Rifles,” “Hamtranck Guards,” and “Hedgesville Blues.” Jackson gave them, instead, more prosaic designations as the 2d, 4th, 5th, and 27th Virginia Infantries. A few weeks later the 33d Virginia would be added to these regiments, along with the Rockbridge Artillery, to form the First Virginia Brigade. Not to be denied their little sobriquets, the men in the ranks quickly dubbed themselves “The Innocent Second,” the “Harmless Fourth,” the “Fighting Fifth,” and the “Fighting Twenty-Seventh.” Later, when the 33d Virginia joined the brigade, and came down with an infestation of lice, their comrades immortalized them as the “Lousy Thirty-third.” But Jackson did not mind. “I am very thankful to our Heavenly Father for having given me such a fine brigade,” he wrote to his wife. In time he would believe the brigade to be an instrument of the Almighty himself.3

Other officers came to Harpers Ferry in the days ahead. One of them was James Ewell Brown Stuart, formerly a lieutenant in the United States Cavalry, and now the leader of several companies of Confederate horse. Stuart had been at Harpers Ferry before, in 1859, when he served as Lee’s aide in the capture of John Brown. Now he was a Confederate lieutenant colonel, and his first order of business was the organization of his companies into a regiment, the 1st Virginia Cavalry. A merry, bearded, handsome man, he had all the flair and dash that typified the romantic beau sabreur of romantic fiction. Complete to the panache in his hat, he was a cavalryman’s cavalryman.

And it is here, at Harpers Ferry, so often a stage for great drama in the coming contest, that one of the principal actors enters from the wings. On May 15, 1861, the War Department assigned command at Harpers Ferry to a new brigadier general, Joseph Eggleston Johnston. He was a small, slight man, wispy hair receding back from a high forehead, his small goatee so projecting from his slender, hollow-cheeked face as to give him a rodent-like appearance. There were few indeed who came to the Confederacy from the old Army with a better reputation. He attended the Military Academy with Lee, and thereafter served in campaigns against the Seminoles in Florida, and in the Mexican War. He seemed to have a natural attraction for bullets, being wounded repeatedly. But just as often he won compliments and promotions. Eventually he wound up in Washington, surpassing Lee in rank, to become a brigadier general in the Regular Army, and quartermaster general. It was a long way to have come, the capstone to a fine career. But Johnston was from Virginia, and immediately upon her secession he resigned his commission and accepted one, first as a major general in Virginia’s state troops, and later as a brigadier in the Confederate service. He was fifty-four, in his prime, conscious of his reputation. Indeed, as events would show, he was perhaps too conscious of it.

Besides the brigade that would be given to Jackson, Johnston found several other regiments at Harpers Ferry that were either formed or ready to organize. Virginia provided the 10th and 13th Infantries, Mississippi her 2d and 11th, and Alabama the 4th. In addition, the nucleus of the 1st Maryland Infantry was there, known as the Maryland Battalion. Southern sympathizers, some of whom had stoned the 6th Massachusetts on its march through Baltimore, these men were almost exiles from their native state, whose soil lay in their sight, just across the Potomac. Other exiles, from Kentucky, formed a battalion led by Blanton Duncan.

In all there were about 5,200 men. “These troops were undisciplined, of course,” wrote Johnston—surely he was not including Jackson’s regiments!—“and, like all new troops assembled in large bodies, they were suffering very much from sickness; nearly forty per cent. of the ‘total’ being in the hospitals there or elsewhere, from the effects of measles and mumps.”

As for the troops themselves, these early days of learning and enduring were not much different from similar days for soldiers throughout the ages. Liquor was always a problem. When Jackson arrived he ordered that all of the town’s spirits be destroyed. “The barrels were brought forth,” wrote a private of the 5th Virginia, “the heads knocked in, and the contents poured into the gutter; but the men dipped it up in buckets, and there was a sound of revelry by night.” When Jackson ordered the whiskey poured into the Potomac, soldiers stood around with buckets tied to ropes and, lowering them, caught much of the nectar just as it was about to pollute the river. It was noticed that the Kentuckians showed a particular fondness for the stuff.

The 11th Mississippi was particularly hard hit by the measles. “For the last ten days we have had an average of forty cases per day,” wrote a member of the “Noxubee Rifles”—Company F, 11th Mississippi. Eventually every member of the company suffered it, some looking “as spotted … as a Leopard.… We are in a bad condition for a fight,” he wrote “with nearly half our Regiment sick with the measles.”4

At least a contributing factor to the high disease rate was the constant weariness of the men under first Jackson’s, and then Johnston’s, regimen of training. A worn-out Mississippian confided the daily routine to his diary: “5 A.m. Reveillie—5½ A.m. squad drill—6 Surgery call—6 Breakfast—7 first Guard Mounting—7½ Guard Mounting—8 Squad drill—10½ Camp drill—1 P.m. dinner—3 P.m. camp drill—6 P.m. Dress parade.” It was a grueling pace. On one day, the 2d Mississippi could muster only thirty-four healthy men on the parade ground.5

Even when healthy, the men had problems drilling, thanks to the haphazard character of their weapons and equipment. It was the first thing Johnston noted on his arrival. Some regiments were well armed. Others carried antiquated muskets almost as dangerous to the shooter as to the target. And some units had no weapons at all. The 1st Maryland needed rifles desperately. But if they did not have guns, they did have Jane Claudia Johnson.

The wife of Major Bradley T. Johnson, she decided that her place was not back home in the comfort of Maryland while her husband suffered the privations of an officer’s life. She decided to join him in Harpers Ferry. The first thing she saw on her arrival—after her husband, presumably—was that his regiment had no arms. At once, on May 24, she left, bound for North Carolina and influential friends who could raise the money to supply rifles. Instead of raising money, however, she raised the governor. After presenting her case to him, Jane Johnson had the satisfaction of being presented with 500 .54 caliber rifles, 10,000 rounds of ammunition, and 3,500 musket caps. Not about to pass up the opportunity of the moment, a gathering of distinguished men of Raleigh, North Carolina, met to pay tribute to her before her departure. “If great events produce great men,” said the speaker, “so, in the scene before us, we have proof that great events produce great women.” With this said, Mrs. Johnson promptly left for Richmond. Stopping there, she picked up some blankets, tents, and other camp equipment from Governor Letcher, and then delivered it all to Harpers Ferry on June 3. And when she noticed on her arrival that the Maryland men stood ill-clad, she arranged neat gray uniforms for them as well. In all she proved a rather efficient quartermaster.6

As for the Kentuckians, they proved to be troublesome, difficult for their officers to handle, even insurrectionary. They were ill-armed and badly clothed, though Duncan asserted that they were eager for a fight and “will do good service.” Perhaps the trouble with them was really too much of that “destroyed” whiskey.7

And so Johnston and Jackson molded their small army. Cocke had been hard at work as well, and as every week passed other states of the newborn Confederacy sent their sons to Virginia. On May 3, Letcher authorized Cocke to call out and muster into the service volunteers from eighteen counties, ordering him to organize them into no more than ten regiments of infantry, two of cavalry, and eight companies of artillery. Being conscious of the important role that local pride and relationships would have in building up morale, Letcher recommended that if possible regiments be made up of men from the same areas. By May 8, Cocke had sixteen companies of all arms, not yet regimented, and indeed he seemed to drag his feet somewhat in the task. Slowly, however, they took shape. And what Cocke did not organize himself others raised elsewhere in the interior of the state. Colonel Jubal A. Early was sent to Lynchburg to raise volunteers there and form them into regiments. Working diligently at the task, Early built the 24th Virginia, which would be his own regiment, the 28th Virginia, and the 30th, later to become a cavalry unit. Their muskets were mostly old smoothbores, they had no belts or bayonet scabbards, and impromptu cloth pouches for ammunition were made for them by local ladies. The cavalry carried mostly double-barreled shotguns, while their sabers were old ones collected from veterans of earlier wars.

Working from his headquarters, Cocke managed to form the 7th Virginia in May, a regiment that counted among its companies the Washington Volunteers, men actually hailing from the District of Columbia. He used three companies of the 6th Battalion to form the nucleus of the 17th Virginia Infantry, three companies enlisted in Alexandria over a week before Virginia seceded. Sent to Cocke from the southwestern counties of the state were the companies that would become the 11th Virginia.8

But Virginia would not furnish the stuff of this contest alone. Virtually every state of the Confederacy but Texas and Florida sent regiments to the Old Dominion, or were organizing them for the coming struggle. Everywhere the process of enlisting was accompanied by an almost carnival atmosphere, the young men rushing to get into the service before the fun was all over. “Nothing would do me but to enlist,” wrote
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