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Peninsula Campaign." Civil War historians and buffs alike perhaps most remember the

Peninsula Campaign forthe ascendancy of RobertE. Lee as commander of the Army of

Northern Virginia, Stonewall Jackson’s brilliant Valley Campaign diversion, or the
timidity of the Union commander of the Army of the Potomac, Major General George B. McClellan.
McClellan, who many historians accuse of havinganimpractical strategy, was actually an astute
strategist who employed operational maneuverin abidto compel his adversary toreact from a position

((The stride of a giant” deemed one European observer of the American Civil War’s 1862
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of disadvantage or quit. McClellan’s purpose at operational maneuver wasto bringthe Confederatesto
battle ontermsfavorable to the Union and then through decisive victory bringabout conciliation. As
the only large-scale operation to take advantage of the strategic mobility conferred by the Union
command of the sea, the1862 Peninsula Campaign stands as one of the Civil War’s most truly
imaginative campaigns. Although McClellan remainsacontroversialfigureand his battlefield record
shaky, his strategicabilities deserve reconsideration. If notan able tactician, McClellan was a superior
strategist who appreciated the importance of geography, how to overcome itand use it to advantage.
He also was one of the few Civil War generals who recognized early on the changing character of late
nineteenth century warfare in favor of the tactical defense. Finally, McClellan understood how
escalatinglevels of violence could harden an adversary’s resistance, prolong conflict, make war
termination difficult, and create an unsettled peace. Therefore, he soughtto avoid inflaming passions
on bothsides by bringing the warto a quick end through a campaign of decision. The principal failure of
the Peninsula Campaign stemmed from poor civil-military relations for which both Lincoln and McClellan
were responsible and from the lack of operational execution of arelatively sound strategicscheme.

Genesis of the Peninsula Campaign

As a cadet, and latera faculty member at West Point, McClellan had been exposed tothe
campaigns of Napoleon underthe tutelage of Dennis Hart Mahan. Mahan interpreted the campaigns of
Napoleon through the theories of the Swiss military thinker Barron Henri Jomini. Jomini reduced the
methods of Napoleonicwarfare to rational principles, systems, and geometrical diagrams while avoiding
the complex, fungible, and unpredictable nature of warfare recognized by his then unknown
contemporary, Karl von Clausewitz. Jomini e mphasized maneuver, concentration, andinteriorlines as
the keysto Napoleon’s success. Although Jomini’s theoretical constructs formed the basis his strategic
formulations, McClellan was also notimmune to the doctrinal and technological developments taking
place in warfare during the mid-nineteenth century.’

Two keyinfluences on McClellan’s later Civil War thinking were his experiences as a lieutenant
under General Scottin Mexico and as an observer of the last stage of the Crimean War.? Like
McClellan’s Peninsula Campaign, General Winfield Scott’s campaign on Mexico City featured an
amphibious assault followed by careful preparation and amarch on the enemy capital. Scott’s use of a
waterborne invasion route proved much more secure and logistically manageable compared to the
relatively harsh desertroute facing General Taylorin Northern Mexico. Atthe outset of the campaign,
Scott seized the port of Vera Cruz as a secure base of operations, afact not loston McClellan, astudent
of Jomini. McClellan also noted the problems posed by untrained volunteers, theirlack of camp
discipline, training, professionalism, and in some cases lack of the will to fight.” Similarto experiencein
Mexico, the Crimean War (1854-1856) left certainindelible impressions on McClellan. Jefferson Davis,
then Secretary of War, sent McClellan as part of a military commission to study European developments.
By the time the commission finally arrived in the Crimea, the conflict was nearly over. Atthis point, the
allies had eliminated most of theirinfamous logistical problems. McClellan undoubtedlynoted
Sevastopol’s extensive entrenchments and the complex allied logistics framework that included supply
viasea and rail transport, and hospitals.” The Army of the Potomac’s superb organization and
preparation—especially in the areas of artillery, engineering, and logistics —caused McClellan to remark
shortly after debarkation onthe Peninsula, “I do believe that| am avoiding the faults of the Allies at
Sebastopol and preparing the way fora great success.”®

McClellan’s “careful preparations” did not reflect timidity on his part but rathera full
appreciation thatthe time spenttotrain, prepare, organize, and equip would ultimately shorten the war
and reduce casualties. InFebruary 1862, McClellan wrote to Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton, “If at
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the expense of thirty days delay we can gain a decisive victory which will probably end the war, itis far
cheaperthanto gain a battle tomorrow that produces no final results, & may require years of warfare &
expenditure tofollow up.”’

McClellan’s early experiences werereinforced by the engineering curriculum of West Pointand
the teachings of Mahan. Henry Halleck, Lincoln’s future chief of staff, wrote in his distillation of Jomini
entitled Elements of Military Art and Science (1846), “[W]hen placed behind a breastwork, they
[undisciplined forces] even overrate theirsecurity. They canthen coolly look upon the approaching
columns, and unmoved by glitteringarmorand bristling bayonets, will exert all their skill in the use of
theirweapons.”® From Mahan, the pre-Civil War professionals educated at West Point learned that
homespun volunteers were no match in the open against well-trained regulars. Contemporary notions
held thatthe place forvolunteers was behind barricades like their predecessors at Bunker Hill, Saratoga,
and New Orleans. Historian Paddy Griffith’s characterization of the professional education of Civil War
generals as “the West Pointideal of a French general looked less like Jomini than like Vauban wearing
Napoleon’s hat” was certainly an apropos description of McClellan.® Thus, McClellan’s strategy during
the Peninsula Campaign was to be a nineteenth century hybrid combining the seemingly contradictory
concepts of the operational offensive with the tactical use of siege craft and entrenchments.

McClellan’s fixation on the siege as the decisive form of conflict was not groundless, atleastin
the later half of the nineteenth and early part of the twentieth centuries. Significantly, many post 1850
conflicts—those following the advent of the rifled-musket—were decided not on the battlefield but by
siege. The Crimean War centered on the siege of Sevastopol. Decisivesieges during the France -Prussian
War (1870-1871) included Metz, Belfort, and Paris. The crucial action of the Russo-Turkish War (1877-
78) wasthe siege of Plevna, and the siege of Port Arthur decided the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905)
on land. Similarly, some historians have viewed the First World War (1914-1918) as one giantsiege.'® In
the American Civil War, a conflict not noted forits decisive battles of annihilation, the sanguinary sieges
of Vicksburgand Petersburg stand out as the only truly decisive actions of the war.™* Petersburgwould
teach even Grant to respectthe brutal but inevitable conclusiveness of siege warfare.

McClellan’s pre-war military experiences undoubtedly fashioned what was to ultimately become
the Peninsula Campaign, but these certainly were notthe only factors shaping McClellan’s strategic
thinking. The geostrategicrealities of the VirginiaTheateralsolent credibility to an amphibious
approach viathe Chesapeake Bay and the tributaries |leading toward Richmond. The most notable
terrainfeature in Virginia was perhaps the Shenandoah Valley, which cut through the state from
southwestto northeast. The valley had the effect of adiagonal reducingthe areain which armies could
maneuverasit ran furthernorth. Thus, at a line drawn from east to west at Manassas, the distance to
the Valley was about 60 miles, while at Richmond it was 100 miles and opened ssignificantly wider after
that. Notably, the main watercourses (Rappahannock, Mattaponi, and Pamunkey) ran from northwest
to southeast to the Chesapeake Bay, cutting across the avenues of advance from the north to south
favoringthe defender. Inaddition, any advance from the north toward Richmond would have torely on
a single railroad as the main route of supply. Railroads were considerably more vulnerable lines of
supply, lending themselves to enemy interdiction far more so than waterways. McClellan summed up
the perils of the “Washington” approachin a letterto Stanton dated 31 January 1862:

...[A Union victory at Manassas] would be confined to the possession of the field of battle, the
evacuation of the line of the upper Potomac by the enemy, and the moral effect of the victory —
importantresultsitistrue, but not decisive of the war [italics added], norsecuring the
destruction of the enemy’s main Army; for he could fall back upon other positions, and fight us
again and again...We would find avery and tedious matterto follow him [the enemy] up there
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[Richmond] —for he would destroy railroad bridges and otherwise impede our progress through
a region where the roads are bad.™

On the other hand, McClellan argued that changing lines of operation to the lower Chesapeake Bay
offered an attractive alternativeyielding decisive results:

A movementinforce onthatline [lower Chesapeake Bay] obliges the enemy to abandon his
entrenched positions at Manassas, in orderto hastento cover Richmond and Norfolk. He must
do this, forshould he permit us to occupy Richmond his destruction can be averted only by
entirely defeatingusin a battle in which he must be the assailant. This movementif successful
gives usthe Capital, the communications, the supplies of the Rebels; Norfolk would fall; all the
waters of the Chesapeake would be ours; all Virginia would be in our power; and the enemy
forced to abandon Tennesseeand North Carolina.™

McClellan’s plan was one of operational offensive and tactical defense, taking advantage of
Union asymmetricadvantages in strategic mobility, artillery, and engineering to offset the relative
weakness of the volunteerinfantry. Confederate General Joseph E. Johnston warned of this strategy:
“[McClellan will] depend for success on artillery and engineering. We can compete with himin neither.
We must therefore...takethe offensive.”** In early June 1862 with the Army of the Potomac knocking at
Richmond’s gate, Lee advised President Davis on how the Confederates were being backed into acorner
by McClellan’s methodicalapproach: “McClellan will make this a battle of posts. He will take position
from position, under cover of his heavy guns and we cannot get at him without storming his works.” ™ In
1870, thissame strategy would reap huge rewards forthe Prussians as they used operational maneuver
to place theirarmiesin a tactically advantageous position vis-a-vie the French. The results were
Prussianvictories at Sedan, Belfort, Metz, and ultimately Paris.'®

Historians continue to debate the political importance of capturing Richmond and other
geographical objectives. Upon closer examination, nevertheless, one seesthat particularlyinthe West,
the Civil War was a contest overkey geographical locations with significant transportation networks and
hubs: Henry-Donelson, Nashville, Corinth, New Orleans, Vicksburg, Chattanooga, and Atlanta. The
geographical reality presented by the distances involved made these transportation centers vital to the
success of any Union invasion of the Confederacy.'” These geographical locations were not centers of
gravity persay, buttheirthreatened capture did cause the armies on both sides tofight. In the east, at
leastto McClellan, Richmond was notan end unto itself, but ratherameansto an end. McClellan was
correct in hisassumption that threatening the Southern capital would force the Confederates tofight.
Throughoutthe Civil War, Confederate generals invariably interposed theirforces between Richmond
and advancing Union armies. Richmond was a visible representation of the political viability of the
rebellion and the Confederate will to fight.'®* Buteven more than Richmond’s political importance,
McClellan noted its military and geographical significance at the mouth of the diagonal formed by the
Shenandoah. Possession of Richmond would open up a wide frontagainst the Confederatesinthe east,
too wide in factfor the smallersized Confederate armies to effectively defend. Contrary tosome
historical interpretations, this strategic rationale for the Peninsula campaign did not disappearwhen, in
February 1862, Johnstonretired from Manassas to positions behind the Rappahannock duringthe
famous “Quaker Guns Incident.” Laterinthe war Union Generals would discover just how difficult the
“Washington” approach was: Burnside at Fredericksburg, Hooker at Chancellorsville, Mead e at Mine
Run, and Grant at the Wilderness, Spotsylvania, and Cold Harbor. 19

Rise of Civil-Military Discord
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So itwas with sound strategiclogicon March 11, 1862, that McClellan embarked on the
Peninsula Campaign, although not before he learned by achance readingina newspaperthat Lincoln
had relieved him of his duties as general in chief. By this act, Lincoln relegated McClellan to command
only that portion of the Army of the Potomacdesignated forthe Peninsula. Instead of commandingall
Unionforcesin Virginiaand North Carolina, now outside of McClellan’s span of control were some
35,000 troops under Banks and Fremontinthe Shenandoah and an additional 38,000 designated forthe
defense of Washington.’® The Union base of operations on the Peninsul a, Fort Monroe and its garrison
of 10,000 men underthe command of the uncooperative General Wool, were also independent of
McClellan’s command. Lincoln’s decision to relieve McClellan of his duties on the eve of a major
campaign was amateurish. Now without ageneral-in-chief, the two Midwestern lawyers, Lincoln and
Stanton, assumed strategicdirection of the war.?" Lincoln somehow reasoned that McClellan would be
betterable to focus his attention on the forthcoming campaign. Another blow to the unity of command
of the operation was Lincoln’s General War Order No. 3 which, instead of appointing asingle
commanderforthe operation, vaguely ordered “that the army and navy cooperate,” thus ensuring the
lack of joint collaboration so necessary to McClellan’s strategy.

By any measure, the task set before McClellan was staggering. Lincoln and Stanton’s meddling
made it all the more so. At 35 years of age, George Britain McClellan found himself commanding the
largest American army everassembled up to that time. Ina remarkable feat of transportationand
logistics, from 27 February to 5 April 1862, 113 steamersand 276 othervesselstransported 121,500
men, 14,592 animals, 1,150 wagons, 44 artillery batteries, as well as supplies and other materials
required forsuch an army, from the outskirts of Washington to Fort Monroe on the James Peninsula.’
The Union defeat at First Bull Run had occurred inJuly 1861, andin roughly six months time, McClellan
had builtthis army essentially from scratch. That McClellan was able to organize, train, equip, and
deploysuchalarge army inso shorta period of time was a tremendous accomplishment by any
standard.

2

McClellan’s original concept had been to conduct amphibious pincer movements along the
James and York rivers to bypass, cut-off, and destroy any Confederates barring the James Peninsula from
Union advance.” To execute these amphibious maneuvers, McClellan had assigned McDowell’s | Corps,
but onthe very day he arrivedin Yorktown, McClellan found that the president had withdrawn
McDowell’s forces from hiscommand. Atany rate, the lack of joint command stemmingfrom Lincoln’s
order, coupled with the navy’s fear of shore batteries and the threat of the Confederate ironclad
Virginia, prevented the plan’s execution. Despitethese difficulties, it was apparentto many observers
at the time (Lincolnincluded) that McClellan should have immediately made afrontal assault on theiill
prepared and undermanned Confederate defenses at Yorktown.>* As it was, McClellan wasted an entire
month preparing fora siege that never happened. Johnston, however, realizing that McClellan would
eventually prevail by land or water, was compelled to withdrawal his army.

The wisdom of Lincoln’s decision to hold back McDowell’s | Corps of 35,000 men (fully one third
of McClellan’s striking power) from participationinthe Peninsulaand deployitinthe defense of
Washingtonis hotly debated among historians. Of the 73,000 troops already mentioned above in the
Shenandoah and the vicinity of Washington, only 18,000 admittedly second-rate troops were stationed
inthe defenses of Washingtonitself. However, McClellan’s conceptforthe protection of Washington
was nota staticone but that of the mobile defense. Union forces placed on the various avenues of
approach could concentrate and counterany movement by Confederateforcesin the direction of
Washington. The defenses of Washington contained an elaborate system of fortifications bristling with
408 guns, makingitby 1862 the most heavily defended city on the face of the earth.”” Moreover, the
73,000 Uniontroops remainingin Northern Virginia and the approaches to Washington numbered close
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to the entire Confederate armyin Virginia at that time. For his celebrated Valley Campaign, Jackson
employed at most 18,000 men. Havingfailedto appointasingle commanderforoperationsinthe
valley, andin the absence of McClellan, Lincoln played armchair strategist from Washington and
attempted unsuccessfully to coordinate the efforts of Banks, Fremont, and McDowell. Forthe duration
of the Peninsula campaign, McDowell’s Corps would spend the entire time marching between the Valley
and the Peninsula without aiding either Union effort. Jackson’s Valley Campaign from May 1 to June 9,
1862, duringwhich his small force stymied over 70,000 Union troops, ranks amongone of the most
effective economy of force measures ever executed.’® In effect, through their own inexperience and
McClellan’s inability to gain their wholehearted support for his plan, Lincoln and Stanton had drastically
diluted McClellan’s operational concept of ahammerblow onthe Confederacy.

If Lincoln had misgivings about the forthcoming campaign, he should have decided againstit
rather than giving his general half-hearted support thus diluting McClellan’s confidence as well as his
forces. If historyisto fault McClellan, it should be for not gaining the full confidence of hiscommander
inchiefwhomhe derided as the “original gorilla,” a characterization, in fact, borrowed from Stan ton.
The fact that Lincoln was in the difficult position of holding together afragile political coalition ranging
from Democrats to Radical Republicans neverseemsto have occurred to McClellan. The political
realities of ademocracy made it essential that Lincoln secure publicsupport by answering the
constituents’ call formilitary results. His concernfor Washingtonis understandableinlight of what
capture of the nation’s capital by the Confederacy would have symbolized both domestically and
abroad. Had McClellan explained the importance of properly training and equipping an army, Lincoln,
the consummate politician, could have perhaps calmed the publicclamorforaction. McClellan could
have alleviated Lincoln’s concerns about the capital by explaining his defensive concept. Because of
Lincoln’sinexperience and McClellan’s ego, this detailed crosswalk between political aims and military
strategy tragically neveroccurred.

Historians have frequently lambasted McClellan for hisinaction due to his claims that he was
vastly outnumbered. Certainly these claims were outlandish and did much to harm McClellan’s own
cause and his relationship with hiscommanderin chief. The question remains: did the watering down of
McClellan’s forces reallymatter? To put itdifferently, did McClellan have sufficient troop strength to
decisively engage and defeatthe enemy? Exacerbatingthe issue of numbers was Stanton’s uncanny
decisionto haltthe recruiting of volunteers onthe very eve of the Peninsula Campaign with the
inevitable prospect of heavy casualties due to battle and disease. Thus, the steady flow of replacements
required to wage a decisive campaign was interrupted by Stanton’s recklessness and lack of foresight. >’
Unfortunately, McClellan also happened to face the largestarmy ever fielded by the Confederacy,
numbering atits zenith duringthe Peninsula campaign some 85,000 soldiers. By comparison, the army
Lee marched into Maryland laterin 1862 numbered 55,000. Atthe Confederate “HighTide” at
Gettysburg, Lee fielded atotal of 63,000. From July 1863 onward, the Army of Northern Virginiaonly
shrankin size. By 1864, when Grant faced Lee in Virginia, the Army of Northern Virginia had suffered
fromthree years of attrition warfare. With the loss of McDowell’s Corps, McClellan simply did not have
the manpowerneededforadecisive campaignin 1862 given the preponderance of forces necessary for
the eventual Union victory in 1865.%

By the time Grant took command in 1864, Lincoln had matured as a commanderin chief. When
Grant proposed practically to denude Washington’s defenses of troops to form replacement units for
the badly depleted regiments in the Army of the Potomac, Lincoln readily approved his request.* Not
only did Grant have direct supervision overthe Army of the Potomac, but also his positionas general in
chief gave him control over nearly all Union forces, enabling him to direct pressure on all fronts of the
Confederacy, including the protection of Washington by dispatching General Phil Sheridan to deal with
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the Confederate threatemanating fromthe Shenandoah Valley. He also had at least some degree of
latitude inappointing and firing generals, aluxury not bestowed on the hapless McClellan. Lincoln,
tempered by three years of war, imparted upon Grant a freedom of action and unity of command not
experienced by McClellan. ThatLincoln denied McClellan the same deference in 1862 was due to the
unfortunate relationship that existed between the inexperienced commanderin chief and his
vainglorious general.

On to Richmond!

AfterJohnston’s withdrawal from the defenses at Yorktown, McClellan advanced methodically
up the peninsulaand got within eight miles of Richmond. Realizingthatthe Confederates could not
compete with Union artillery and engineering if McClellan put Richmond under siege, Johnston decided
to counterattack. On May 31, 1862 Johnston launched his Confederate army on Union forces at Seven
Pines. Johnston was seriously wounded during the battle, and subsequently P resident Davis appointed
Lee as the commander of the Army of Northern Virginia. Although outnumbered, Lee acted decisively
and aggressively attacked McClellan’s armyin aseries of inconclusive and mismanaged battles
(collectively called the Seven Days). While Lee attacked savagely, McClellan managed afighting retreat
that proved very costly to his enemy, finally ending his withdrawal at Harrison’s Landing on the banks of
the James. Losseson both sides were high with Union casualties at roughly 16,000 (including 6,000
missing) while the Confederates lost some 20,000 killed orwounded.** McClellan had inflicted higher
casualties onthe Confederates, but Lee had succeeded in his aim of driving the Army of the Potomac
fromthe gates of Richmond. The Union would not come that close to Richmond again until the city’s
capturein 1865.

From Seven Pinesto Harrison’s Landing, McClellan had gotten what he wanted, aseries of
tactically defensive battlesin which his opponent suffered disproportionately. Unfo rtunately, McClellan
never capitalized on his success. Onseveral occasions, the Confederates were thrown off balance
through a combination of poorly coordinated staff work and failed assaults, presenting McClellan with
excellent opportunities to counterattack. Instead of perseveringin his drive toward Richmond,
however, McClellan beat a hasty retreatin the face of danger. McClellan’s main object seemsto have
been preservation of hisarmy. In hisstrategiccalculations, McClellan perhaps forgot that the ultimate
purpose of the army was to fightand take casualtieswhen warranted. Had McClellan demonstrated
determined resoluteness by counterattack instead of withdrawal, itis likely that Lincoln would have
reinforced this success. Ataminimum, McClellan should have held his ground and maintained astrong
defensive position somewhere closerto Richmond.

From its position at Harrison’s Landing, amere 25 milesfrom Richmond, the Army of the
Potomacstill remained athreat to the Confederate capital and kept Lee’s armyin a defensive posture.
Toward the end of July 1862, Lincolnsenthisnewly appointed general in chief, General Henry Halleck,
to conferwith General McClellan at Harrison’s Landing. McClellan characteristically requested
reinforcements butalso proposed thatthe Army of the Potomacsever Richmond fromiits vital rail
communicationstothe south by operating against Petersburgalongthe JamesRiverline. Asit
happened, McClellan’s proposal mirrored Grant’s war ending operations two years laterin 1864. This
time, McClellan’s exaggeration of the numbers facing him backfired, and Lincolninstead ordered
McClellan to withdraw his army from the James and return to Washington. Lincoln and Halleck
reasonedthatif such numbersreally opposed McClellan, further reinforcement would make no
difference. Although McClellan’s campaign from starttofinish lasted only four months, by 1864 the “On
to Richmond” mentality of 1862 was gone and a war hardened Lincoln now reconciled to attrition
warfare, permitted Grantten monthsto besiege Petersburg. McClellan later summed up this sad state
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of affairsin his autobiography McClellan’s Own Story: It was not until two years later that [the Army of
the Potomac] founditself underitslast commanderat substantially the same point on the bank of the
James. It wasas evidentin 1862 as in 1865 that there was the true defense of Washington, and that it
was on the of the James that the fate of the Union was to be decided.?" Lincoln’s unfortunate decisionto
withdraw the Army of the Potomac based on McClellan’s inflated estimates of his opponent puta
premature end to the Peninsula Campaign had the effect of surrendering the strategicinitiative to Lee. >’
The result was Second Manassas and Lee’s firstinvasion of the North. HistorianJ.F.C. fullerremarked:
“Thus ended probably the mostinteresting and instructive campaigns of the war.”**

Conclusion

That history’s verdict of McClellan remains generally unfavorable is due in partto Lincoln’s
deserved place in history as the great emancipator. Lincoln’s subsequenticonography has placed him
above criticism while his opponents are correspondinglyvilified. Therefore, McClellan’s place in the
historical record owes as much to his Democraticcandidacy against Lincolninthe election of 1864 as it
doesto any military failure. Although he was an excellent strategist, McClellan was no Marshall or
Eisenhowerwhenitcame to civil-military relationships. A politically astute officer would have taken the
time to educate hiscommanderin chief fully gaining his confidence. McClellan’s inflation of the
numbers of troops opposing him and his lack of operational aggressiveness did more to undermine his
standinginthe eyes of Lincoln than did anything else. HistorianT. Harry Williams was correct when he
said, “More than anybody, he [McClellan] was responsible for failure of the Peninsula Campaign.”**
Although McClellan was clearly not the optimal battlefield commander, the Lincoln administration had
also contributed to the failure by needlessly draining forces away form the main effortin orderto
defendthe capital. Grantsaid of McClellan, “The testwhich was applied to him would be terrible to any
man.”** William Swinton, the first hand chronicler of the Army of the Potomac, provides perhaps the
most balanced assessment of McClellan’s ability asacommander:

He was assuredly nota great general; forhe had the pedantry of war ratherthan the inspiration
of war. Histalentwaseminentlythat of the cabinet; and his proper place wasin Washington as
general-in-chief. Here his ability to plan campaigns and form large strategiccombinations,
which was remarkable, would have had full scope...But his power as a tactician was much
inferiorto histalentasa strategist, and he executed less boldly than he conceived...ltwasa
misfortune that he [McClellan] became so prominentafigure atthe commencement of the
contest; forit was inevitable that the first leaders should be sacrificed to the nation’signorance
of war.*

Perhaps because of McClellan’s place in the historical record and the ultimate success of the
strategy of Grant and Sherman, the Peninsula campaign of 1862 has not received the attention it
deserves. However, the view of some historians that McClellan somehow misjudged the nature of the
Civil Waras a limited war, and that Grant and Sherman were realists who correctly judged that the war’s
“Clausewitzian” totality is a mistaken one. McClellan’s “conciliatory” strategy recognized precisely the
element of escalation of violence so fully expressed by Clausewitzin On War. If we accept Clausewitz’s
statementthatwar is policy by other means, itfollows that decisive battle brings with it the prospect of
the greatestreturns at the lowest costsinterms of time and resources. Violence is limited because, as
much as possible, the tendency toward unlimited violence is held in check by the quick result. However,
when decisiveness fails, pent-up aspirations built upon the expected result quickly lead to
disappointment, frustration, and the “calculated and spontaneous response to deeperand baser
cruelties” in the escalation of conflict designed to break the enemy’s willto fight.*’ Escalation of
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violence due to the interaction of military means and political ends is one of the enduringinsights
presentedin Clausewitz’s On War.*®

The strategy that McClellan outlined in August 1861, in a letterto Lincoln and Stanton, was not
infact limitedin scope and called fora sweepinginvasion of the South.>® Realizing, nevertheless, that
the excessive use of violence would galvanize Southern resistance and make post conflict restoration of
the Union difficult, McClellan urged that the war be prosecuted upon the “highest principles of Christian
civilization.” Lincoln never had a conversation with McClellan about shifting waraims and clearly did
not abandon conciliation until the autumn of 1862 when tenacious Southern resistance finally convinced
him of the need fora harsh war policy thatincluded an emancipation of slaves as a source of labor
supporting the Confederacy’s economy, and thus its war effort.** Therefore, an evaluation of both
military means and political ends reveals that McClellan’s strategy was correct forwinning the warin
1862. The strategyrelied on meticulous preparation, offensive operations, and pitted Union strength
against Confederate weakness.*!

The Peninsula Campaign demonstrates how strategicconcerns evolving from the interaction of
political aims and military means often impose operational constraints. The Peninsula Campaign’s
failure had tremendous political and military consequences. Itendedthe North’s attemptata
conciliatory policy offered by the prospects of a relatively quick, decisive victory. Thereafter, the Civil
War transformed into atotal, industrialized warin which attrition and exhaustion became the preferred
strategies and came to define the “American Way of War” well into the twentieth century.*?
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