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Introduction

General Irvin McDowell was frank in identifying his limitations as a military leader. He was a supply officer, he said, not a field commander. Still, the Union Army needed a military leader, and former hero Winfield Scott was 75 years old and past his prime. Political supporters put McDowell forth as the best candidate for the position.

The Northern press had derided Scott’s battle plan and pushed for a quick attack that would put the Union troops in position to reach Richmond and end the war. Anticipating a Union victory and an on-the-scene view of the battle, Northern civilians made their way to the battle area by means of whatever vehicles they could obtain in the crowded nation’s capital. If they had no carriage or buggy, they rode horseback or walked. In those early days of the war, the prospect of viewing a battle firsthand engendered an excitement that revealed just how little the average American understood about the war they were fighting.

If everyone around him confidently expected an easy victory, McDowell was less certain. He was worried about the number of troops he would lose when their 90-day enlistments ended, just when he would need them for Bull Run. Also, McDowell was not the only soldier lacking in battle experience; so were his troops. McDowell’s battle plan for Bull Run would be thwarted when his novice soldiers lacked the skill to implement it. Even though the Southern troops also lacked experience in combat, they had the advantage, in 1861, of superior leadership from leaders like General Stonewall Jackson, Joseph Johnston, and P. G. T. Beauregard.

The First Battle of Bull Run, and the fierce fighting at Henry House Hill, would force the Union Army from the field. As the Union troops fled the scene, they abandoned their weapons and supplies in order to escape the battle and return to the safety of Washington, D.C. Their ignominious flight would be exposed to the world when famed London Times correspondent William Howard Russell wrote his damning account of the Union soldiers’ response to defeat at Bull Run.

And making matters worse, there was no assurance that Washington, D.C. was safe. The Rebels still had fresh troops who could easily have pursued the Union soldiers and headed straight for the capital. In the end, though, they did not do so. Their generals ignored the urging of President Davis, knowing that their troops were worn out from the day’s fighting.

As the governments assessed the results of the battle, each side had to face unpleasant truths. The North had to accept the fact that this would not be a quick, easy war. The South was forced to realize that high casualties meant it would lose soldiers it could not replace.

The acknowledgment that with this war would come casualties on a scale unheard of in American military history was immediately realized and acted upon by one Clara Barton. She had watched the Union soldiers as they paraded out of Washington, D.C. on their way to battle and saw how wretched was their medical treatment when the wounded returned. Her organizational abilities were soon put to use as the former teacher turned her talents to nursing and earned the appellation “Angel of the Battlefield” from grateful troops. She would go on to found the American Red Cross, a compassionate and caring organization that had its roots in the carnage of the first major battle of the Civil War.

The First Battle of Bull Run was not the most significant battle of the long war. One side won, the other lost, but that in itself did not forecast the future. What was affirmed, sadly, was that the reunification of the North and South would call for more blood, more lives lost, and more destruction in the years to come.


Chapter One

Strategy

“God gave me both a brain and a body, and I shall use them both.”

—Rose O’Neal Greenhow, Confederate spy

Even before the Southern troops fired on Fort Sumter, the United States—now minus seven of its former states—knew that war was coming. Still, knowing how to prepare for it was quite another matter.

Two days after Union forces surrendered at Fort Sumter, President Abraham Lincoln announced that an insurrection against the United States had taken place. In order to expand the U.S. Army’s roster of 15,000 men in uniform, he called for 75,000 volunteers to sign up for 90-day enlistments. As Lincoln increased the size of the fighting force, four more Southern states left the Union to join the Confederate States of America. By June 1, 1861, the Confederacy had eleven states, with Richmond as their new capital.

The Northern press, in a hurry for a swift victory, favored capturing Richmond, which was a mere 100 miles (160 kilometer) south of the North’s capital, Washington, D.C. Capturing Richmond, the political center of the new nation on the United States’ re-defined southern border, would, they claimed, take less time and cost fewer lives.

General-in-Chief Winfield Scott, however, supported a different plan. In 1847, Scott had made a name for himself in the war against Mexico when he won six battles against a larger force, earning praise from the esteemed British military hero, the Duke of Wellington, who called Scott the greatest living general. In 1861, though, Scott was 75 years old, and his legend was no longer golden. He proposed sending 80,000 soldiers to capture the crucial port of New Orleans. Scott’s plan to set up a naval blockade of the ports along the eastern and Gulf coasts, combined with the intention to overwhelm the Confederates in the western theater of the war, was mocked by the Northern press as the “Anaconda plan.”

As age and infirmity prevented Scott from taking to the battlefield, Major Irvin McDowell, a 42-year-old West Point graduate with minimal experience as a commander, emerged as the political favorite for the position of field commander. His promotion was championed by President Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of the treasury, Salmon P. Chase, who, like McDowell, was from Ohio.

On May 27, 1861, President Abraham Lincoln appointed McDowell as commander of the 35,000 men who comprised the Army of Northeastern Virginia. McDowell was aware of his own limitations, reminding supporters that he was a supply officer and not a field commander. Furthermore, the inexperience and lack of training of the eager youths who had flocked to sign up for the 90-day enlistments inspired McDowell to caution. Still, someone had to take command, and Lincoln wanted the war to move swiftly and end soon. He offered McDowell the assurance that “You are green, it is true, but they [the Confederate soldiers] are green also; you are all green alike.”

In the early days of his presidency, Lincoln’s zeal for the abolition of slavery placed a very distant second to his determination to preserve the Union. He expounded upon his views to the influential editor of the New-York Tribune, Horace Greeley, and said he wanted a reunification of North and South, no matter the cost. Greeley was a powerful force in shaping the views of the Northern public, and Lincoln knew it, writing in November 1861 that having Greeley’s support “will be as helpful to me as an army of one hundred thousand men.”

President Lincoln’s sense of urgency was dictated by the calendar. The 90-day enlistment soldiers who had answered his call for troops in April were approaching the end of their commitment with no conclusive battle to bring the war to the decisive end that he sought. The soldiers wanted an early end to the war too but didn’t feel that the burden of finishing it was on them; they were eager to return home and looked forward to being mustered out of the military.

With the clock ticking on the number of men he would have to fight with, McDowell was in a quandary. He sent word to the government that he was concerned about the looming loss of thousands of his force when their enlistments concluded. Prodded by Lincoln to move things along faster in an effort to accelerate the end of the war, McDowell intended to march his 35,000 troops to Manassas, Virginia, and strike at the railroad junction. This was the spot where the Orange and Alexandria and Manassas Gap Railroads met; to the west was the Shenandoah Valley, defended by the able Confederate General Joseph Johnston.

Taking control of the junction would give the Union a direct and deadly opening to Richmond. It would also hamper the Confederate Army’s access to reinforcements. Holding the junction was crucial for the Confederates, and they were already fortifying the fords to the northeast over Bull Run River with the intention of doing just that.

The South had learned of McDowell’s battle plan thanks to a crack spying operation that had been established in the nation’s capital the year before the war began. Thomas Jordan, a captain in the U.S. Army, gave up his place in the Union military to join the Confederate Army, but before he did, he left a secret code for messages with Rose O’Neal Greenhow, a social butterfly and fellow Southern sympathizer, who was perfectly situated to capitalize on Jordan’s circle of contacts.

Jordan and Greenhow remained in contact, and on July 9 and 16, she sent messages to P. G. T. Beauregard, the commander of the Confederate forces, messages which alerted the Southern forces to the movements of the Union Army. Through her social contacts with political leaders like Military Affairs Committee Chairperson Henry Wilson, she found out that the Union forces planned to move on Manassas. 

Using a code, Greenhow sent fellow Confederate sympathizer Betty Duvall to Fairfax Court House with a note hidden in her hair. Upon being granted admittance to the Confederate commander, Duvall produced the note from her tresses, giving the Southern forces the information. As a result, they consolidated their troops and were prepared for the fight.

Word of the imminent battle at Manassas also ignited the curiosity of the Washington, D.C. civilians who were eager to witness a battle. In order to obtain the best seats to view the fighting, they were already making plans to obtain carriages to take them to the battle area. As part of the festivities, many would bring picnic baskets along for the day’s enjoyment, as they anticipated it to be.

July 16, 1861, saw the largest field army that had ever gathered on the continent of North America up to that date when McDowell’s forces left Washington, D.C. One of the spectators watching as the Union forces marched to the cheers of a confident crowd was Clara Barton. Unaware that this encounter between North and South would dramatically change her own life, Barton noted as 30,000 “noble, gallant . . . handsome blue-uniformed soldiers, armed to the teeth,” headed out of the nation’s capital to confront a Confederate Army near Manassas Junction. The atmosphere was celebratory and jubilant. The sons of farmers and shopkeepers were off to save the Union and then return home. That, at any rate, was how they saw the battle to come.
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