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FOREWORD

Americans have traditionally viewed war as an aberration
in the normal course of events. Although paying lip service
to the Clausewitzian dictum that war and politics are two
parts of a tightly knit whole, we have traditionally waged
wars as great crusades divorced from political realities.
Thus we have been nonplussed in the last half of the twen-
tieth century by our involvement in limited wars waged for
limited objectives. America’s responsibilities as a super-
power with worldwide interests forced upon us the unpleas-
ant notion of using our armed forces as practical
instruments of political policy. The reality of this notion
has been difficult for many Americans to understand and
accept.

Col Dennis M. Drew and Dr Donald M. Snow have per-
formed a significant service by producing a volume that
places the American experience at war in its proper political
context. Going further, they have also placed the American
experience in a technological context and analyzed how po-
litical and technological factors influenced the conduct of
American wars. In addition, they have combined all of these
factors and analyzed their influences on the outcomes of
our wars, what Sir Basil Liddell Hart called ““‘the better state
of peace,” which is the fundamental objective of warfare.

One can find a number of military, political, and tech-
nological histories that address the American experience at
war. However, I know of no other single volume that ad-
dresses all of these aspects in such a concise and readable
fashion. But Eagle’s Talons is much more than just a history
of the American experience. If gaining insights about where
we are going requires an understanding of where we have
been, Colonel Drew and Dr Snow provide a key to under-
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standing how and why the United States might employ its
military power in the future.

l/~—)/a)
SIDNEY J. WISE
Colonel, USAF
Commander
Center for Aerospace Doctrine,
Research, and Education
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PREFACE

This volume surveys the American experience in war with
emphasis on the complex interactions between political and
military affairs. We know of no other single volume that
systematically addresses the interwoven political and mil-
itary factors that comprise the American experience. The
specialist will find little that is new here as the authors have
relied exclusively on reputable published sources. What is
new is the amalgamation of so many diverse factors in an
attempt to portray the totality of the American experience.

The intended primary audience for this work is threefold.
First, we believe that civilian decisionmakers with a limited
background in military affairs could profit from reading
this volume. Second, we believe that military leaders with
a limited background in political affairs could find this vol-
ume valuable. Finally, all who are concerned with national
security affairs but who are unfamiliar with the complex
relationships that bind together war and political activity
should form an interested audience.

The authors have been the beneficiaries of a great deal
of expert and indispensable help in developing this volume.
The entire staff of the Air University Press has treated us
with great kindness and patience and has provided the tech-
nical expertise without which this book would not exist.
We hesitate to specify those involved for fear of omitting
any of the true professionals within the Press who had a
hand in this undertaking. However, we must draw the read-
er’s attention to our editor, John Jordan. John labored for
months over several revisions, continually converting our
scribblings into a coherent whole. His dedication, patience,
and professional expertise were of enormous help. Well
done, John!

We also owe a debt of gratitude to Dr-David Maclsaac
for reading the manuscript. Doctor Maclsaac is one of

Xi



America’s foremost military historians, and his thorough
examination saved the authors considerable embarrass-
ment at several points in the text. His opinion concerning
the value of this volume provided our litmus test for
publication.

Finally, we must acknowledge the encouragement and
support of two very patient wives and neglected families.
We have struggled with this volume for more than five
years. Many evenings and weekends were devoted to re-
search and writing that perhaps should have been devoted
to our families. They never wavered in their support and
for that we express our deepest gratitude.

Y74

Dennis M. Drew, Col, USAF Dr Donald M. Snow

Director Professor of
Airpower Research Institute Political Science

University of Alabama
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INTRODUCTION

As the end of the twentieth century approaches, the
United States finds itself at a crossroads of sorts concerning
the appropriate role of military force as an instrument of
power to support the objectives or foreign policy. The de-
bate over military power is a part of a much larger disa-
greement over America’s place in the world. The basis for
the larger controversy is the undeniable fact that American
power has diminished relatively, if not absolutely, com-
pared to the rest of the world. The poles of the larger debate
range from passive acceptance of diminished stature to near
jingoism aimed at returning the United States to its
“proper’’ place at the top of the heap.

Future applications of American military might are
clearly important elements of the larger controversy because
military force is, and has been throughout history, a prom-
inent means societies have used to settle their differences.
One can decry or celebrate that observation, but one can
ignore it only by the considerable application of selective
perception. The overriding questions for Americans are
where, if anywhere, and over what should they be willing
to shed their blood and expend their treasure.

Consensus about the future use of military force has been
especially difficult to achieve. The difficulty stems from
uncertainty caused by the confluence of three long-standing
and related concerns: nuclear weapons, limited warfare, and
the Vietnam experience. The oldest of these concerns has
to do with the practical military role of nuclear weapons.
Since the leveling of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, there
has been general agreement that nuclear weapons are special
and unique, representing a quantum change in weaponry.
Nuclear weapons represent a qualitative change in the phys-
ical principles used to produce an explosion. For example,
the fusion process, which releases explosive energy in such
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vast quantities, emulates the manner in which the sun pro-
duces its energy, thereby endowing the entire nuclear en-
terprise with an aura of “playing God.”

Since nuclear weapons are clearly special, one has to ask
what is their utility? For what purposes does one possess
them? In what circumstances might one use them? With
the United States and the Soviet Union each in possession
of thousands of nuclear weapons aimed at each other’s ter-
ritory, the question of utility is both compelling and
problematical.

Through what some consider convoluted logic, the utility
of nuclear weapons has become deterrence: we have nuclear
weapons to keep our adversaries from using their nuclear
weapons against us. The idea of maintaining a force to
dissuade enemies from attacking is certainly nothing new.
What sets nuclear weapons apart from so-called conven-
tional weapons is the question of whether they have any
utility beyond their deterrent role. Force generally has the
dual purposes of deterring force employment by adversaries
and, failing in that, actually fighting to defend or promote
interests. The question about nuclear weapons, particularly
given their plenitude and possession by several parties, is
whether their actual use could serve any sensible purpose.
In American thinking, there has been considerable skepti-
cism that the use of nuclear weapons could serve any sen-
sible purpose. Their deterrent value is clearly supreme; for
many it is exclusive.

Contemplation of the use of nuclear weapons is further
beclouded by the realization that we do not know what a
nuclear war would be like, but at its worst, it would almost
certainly be globally disastrous. The reason for the uncer-
tainty, of course, is that nuclear weapons have never been
used when more than one belligerent possessed them. All
the elaborate scenarios analysts project about the dynamics
and outcomes of nuclear conflict are no more than
conjecture.

The impact of nuclear weapons extends to how we view
the use of force generally. No matter how remote the pros-
pect might be, any conflict in which a nuclear power be-
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comes engaged has within it the possibility of escalating to
a thermonuclear confrontation. This prospect is enhanced
if the superpowers stand on opposite sides, which they gen-
erally do.

The prospect of escalation to nuclear confrontation is at
the heart of the second major concern in the military de-
bate. Since the late 1940s, the world has been dominated
by two competing alliance systems, each dominated by a
nuclear superpower with both superpowers determined to
extend and/or preserve their influence in the nonaligned
world and both suspicious of the other side’s intentions.

The results of this situation have been twofold. First, the
superpowers have, with rare exceptions, avoided direct mil-
itary confrontations in which the threat of escalation would
be exacerbated. Both the United States and the Soviet
Union have chosen to use their military power in areas and
over issues that have not directly threatened the other’s vital
interests. But even in indirect confrontation, superpower
interests have clashed and the fear of escalation has re-
mained. Second, because of the continuing fear of escala-
tion, even in indirect confrontations, the superpowers have
kept a tight rein on their use of military power even when
employing military force. Ironically, neither has been will-
ing to risk waging unlimited war, the mastery of which made
both superpowers in the first place.

The very idea of “limited war” has been particularly gall-
ing to Americans. This was illustrated most notably by Gen-
eral of the Army Douglas MacArthur’s dictum, “There is
no substitute for victory,” a remark uttered in frustration
over the limitations placed on the American military during
the Korean War (and echoed by many others during the
Vietnam War). It is ironic that, after having spent most of
its history on the sidelines of international power politics,
the United States emerged from World War II as the leading
military power only to find much of its power apparently
unusable. As a superpower, the United States has fought
two major but limited wars that have resulted in one stale-
mate and one loss, and this has been a continuing source
of anger and bewilderment for many Americans. Even more



frustrating, the opponent in each case was, at best, a fourth-
rate military power. Knowledge that the Soviets have suf-
fered similar difficulties in their only major postwar conflict
(Afghanistan) has provided little comfort to Americans.

The third concern is a product of the limited-war problem
in general, and more specifically, the American experience
in Vietnam. The war in Southeast Asia was a national
trauma which, in many important ways, triggered the entire
debate over the American role in the world and the utility
of military force.

The Vietnam War was bewildering. The US effort in-
undated Indochina with a flood of American equipment,
advisers, technology, and combat troops. Applied American
military power dwarfed the physical efforts of the Vietcong
and the North Vietnamese. Militarily, the American bat-
tlefield effort yielded an almost unbroken string of victo-
ries. American forces commanded the air and sea and could
operate in any area with ground forces. On the one occasion
in which the enemy stood and fought American forces in
a conventional style, the Tet offensive in 1968, the enemy
was so badly mauled that it could not launch another major
offensive for four years. But despite all this “success,” the
United States could not prevail.

The Vietnam War was the first war in which none of the
American political objectives were attained. Despite an
enormous military effort, continual success on the battle-
field, and the sacrifice of more than 50,000 American lives,
the United States was unable to translate apparent military
success into success in the larger war. Perhaps worse, the
controversy that eventuated over American participation in
the war ripped apart the fabric of American society as pri-
vate passions about the war erupted into massive demon-
strations and occasional violence. Many became
disillusioned with American military and political leader-
ship. In addition, the fiscal consequences of the war were
still being felt in the American economy more than a decade
after the end of US involvement. Finally, the struggle’s end
was as difficult as its conduct. According to one point of
view, the United States shamefully abandoned its South



Vietnamese ally, thus making a mockery of the American
effort and of those who were sacrificed in that effort.

That the Vietnam experience was traumatic is unques-
tionable; the question that remains is what can be usefully
learned from the experience—and again, Americans have
not achieved consensus. Purported lessons have included
simplistic cries for “no more Vietnams” to equally sim-
plistic pleas demanding that the military be unfettered
when prosecuting such struggles. Other “lessons” span the
gamut from geopolitical to technical and have been equally
diverse and contradictory. In short, the passions caused by
the Vietnam trauma have generated considerable heat but
little light by which Americans can guide future actions.

Confusion, bewilderment, anger, and simplistic solutions
are symptomatic of the vague and often myopic historical
view of most Americans including, unfortunately, many ci-
vilian and military leaders charged with important national
security responsibilities. The authors contend that current
concerns about nuclear weapons, limited war, and the Viet-
nam experience are but threads in the much larger historical
tapestry of American politico-military experience. We be-
lieve that just as individual threads should only be viewed
as part of a whole tapestry, current politico-military con-
cerns can be evaluated accurately only if viewed in their
historical context.

Simplistic approaches to politico-military problems are
also indications that Americans have not been forced to
deal comprehensively with the role of force. History, and
especially military history, has treated the United States
kindly. Few nations share the American experience of carv-
ing a new nation from a vast wilderness only sparsely pop-
ulated by aboriginal tribes and of transforming that
bountiful wilderness into a great democratic experiment.
As a result, Americans have had a legacy of optimism: de-
spite obstacles, Americans have expected to achieve their
goals. The spirit of “can do” has been an indelible element
in their collective psyche.

Much of this American optimism has stemmed from a
reprieve from history’s darker side, but history has shown



another face to Europeans. Plowshares have been beaten
" into swords as often as the reverse and conquerors have
regularly scourged the land. The result has been to breed
caution, reserve, suspicion, and a belief that peace and pros-
perity may be only temporary interludes. In short, Euro-
peans have a long tradition in which war is an integral, if
not central, part of political activity.

The luxury of long isolation from the internecine strug-
gles of Europe has molded the American view that war is
an aberration, an unfortunate diversion from the normal
course of events. Rather than a political instrument, war
represents to Americans the failure of political policy—the
failure to deal successfully with a direct threat to the es-
sential virtue of the American experiment. When forced to
arms, Americans view warfare as a great crusade to over-
come a well-defined evil.

If war has touched Americans with less frequency and
effect than others, 1t has also left Americans with a legacy
of military success. That this legacy is partly mythology
built on selective memory is almost beside the point. Thus
Americans cherish the tradition that the United States is
not only “slow to anger” and enters into war only with
great reluctance but also wins when the crusade is mounted.
Despite such contrary evidence as the American military
performance in the War of 1812 and some isolated un-
seemly or embarrassing episodes, applied force and victory
have been inextricably linked in the American recollection.
Because Americans believed in their infallibility, the tarnish
from recent experience (whether Vietnam or lesser deba-
cles) is all the uglier.

Because fortune has shielded Americans from some of
the nastier realities of military force, most Americans have
been able to avoid coming to grips with the central role
military force has had and continues to play in an inter-
national setting where the recourse to force remains the
“court of last resort” for achieving national ends. More
specifically, American innocence has allowed us to avoid
confronting war as a political act and learning the often
harsh relationship between politics and military force. In a
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relatively uncomplicated world in which the United States
was not a central player that innocence was affordable. In
a world of increasing mutual dependency in which the
United States is center stage that innocence is a too expen-
sive luxury.

That it i1s now time to decide when, where, and why the
United States should be willing or unwilling to use force in
the future is obvious and compelling. The debate has been
joined but remains jaundiced by proximate concerns and
exacerbated by historical myopia. We believe significant
insights into why and how the United States could and
should use force in the future lie in understanding why and
how America has done so in the past. At a minimum, an
excursion into American military history may dilute the
tendencies to separate political and military affairs and to
treat all events as unique and discrete.

Given the complexity and breadth of the subject, the
organization of this volume takes on considerable impor-
tance. Following an introductory chapter to provide the
framework for our analysis, we have devoted an entire chap-
ter to each of America’s major wars—the exceptions being
the War of 1812, the war with Mexico, and the Spanish-
American War, which are combined in one chapter. Each
of these chapters is divided into sections titled (in order):
Issues and Events, Political Objective, Military Objectives
and Strategy, Political Considerations, Military Technology
and Techniques, Military Conduct, and Better State of the
Peace. We have attempted to write each chapter so that it
can stand alone and, at the same time, flow together with
other chapters to form an integrated whole. Within each
chapter, each section is written to stand alone and yet con-
tribute to a coherent chapter. These objectives are some-
what mutually exclusive and could only be accomplished
by a limited degree of repetition in the text. The result is
a survey history of the American experience in war and
individual surveys of political objectives, military strate-
gies, military technology, and the other subjects that are
treated discretely in each chapter and successively from
chapter to chapter. The final chapter draws conclusions and
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delineates important trends evident in the broad sweep of
the American experience.



CHAPTER 1

WAR AND POLITICAL PURPOSE

“War is a continuation of political activity by other
means,” the great Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz
wrote over a century and a half ago. His famous dictum,
so disarmingly simple and straightforward, is mimicked
constantly in discussions about the role of military force in
accomplishing the goals of groups and nation-states. De-
spite its obvious truth and power, it is a statement shallowly
comprehended and constantly forgotten.

What Clausewitz meant, and what is at the very heart of
understanding why nations go to war, is that military force
1S a tool, one among many, by which nation-states (or
groups of nation-states or groups within nation-states) seek
to accomplish their ends. Those ends are defined politically
in terms of imposing the policies of one group on another.
Force is certainly not the only means by which nations seek
to accomplish their political ends, but because it inevitably
involves the taking of human life, it is the most extreme of
the so-called instruments of national power. Other instru-
ments of power are conventionally described as the eco-
nomic and diplomatic instruments: the use of various forms
of economic reward or deprivation and of persuasion to
achieve ends. What should never be forgotten is that the
instruments of power are ultimately judged and gain their
entire meaning by the extent to which they serve national
policies.

Despite its bestial and grotesque nature, war continues
to be a tool of national policy. Americans must understand
war and its purposes as clearly as possible to choose most
intelligently when to use and when not to use the military
instrument of power. That is our purpose in this volume.
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The bulk of our concern is why Americans go to war. We
must begin by looking at why people generally have gone
to war as context for looking at why Americans have found
and will find the use of military force necessary. To begin
to unravel that relationship, one must begin with two gen-
eral questions. The first deals with the environment in
which we find ourselves: How and why does the interna-
tional system permit circumstances in which opposing
states determine that only the use of armed violence will
allow them to settle their differences? Once that question
has been answered, the second question can be addressed:
What is the role of military force in solving political
differences?

The key concept in understanding how and why the struc-
ture of the international system permits and even some-
times encourages the use of armed force is sovereignty.
Sovereignty means supreme and independent political au-
thority, and it is a quality possessed not by the system itself
but by its constituent members, the nation-states. What this
means in practice is that within the territorial boundaries
of a nation, the authority of the national government is
supreme and knows no superior source of authority. In the
relations among states, the implication is that there is no
higher source of authority to regulate those relations and
to resolve policy differences when they arise.

This situation is utterly unlike the relations among in-
dividuals and groups within states (at least where national
political authority is effective), because in that instance
there is an arbiter, the state. All states have rules established
to regulate internal conflicts of interest and, in the ultimate,
the mechanisms of state (e.g., the judicial and legislative
systems) provide forums for the authoritative settlement of
policy disagreements short of the use of violence (which is
uniformly proscribed in word if not in deed). A sovereign
exists as the ultimate settler of differences.

There is no equivalent in the relations among nations
because the members of the international system are them-
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selves the sovereigns. There is no authority superior to the
state that can be called on to resolve the differences between
the states. When states come into disagreement over policy,
they cannot take the matter to court to gain a resolution,
simply because there is no court with that kind of authority.

Why is this the case? The answer flows from the notion
of sovereignty and finds expression in the idea of ‘“vital
national interests.” Vital national interests are those inter-
ests about which the state is unwilling to compromise, will
not submit to arbitration, and hence will seek to protect by
all available means. The most basic of those interests is the
territorial integrity of the state itself and the maintenance
of sovereign control over that territory.

Should, for instance, Mexico decide to reassert its claims
to the American Southwest, the United States would be
unwilling to take the matter to the World Court (which gains
authority over cases only when the states who are party to
a dispute specifically give it jurisdiction for that particular
matter). Why? The answer is simple in a world of sovereign
states. The Southwest is a vital interest of the United States,
and we would clearly be unwilling to relinquish sovereign
control over it. If we went to court, we might lose. Since
we would not honor the verdict, the simplest way to handle
the situation is to avoid having a mechanism capable of
rendering unfavorable authoritative judgments. And that is
the way the system is.

In such a system, given that disagreements over policy
will inevitably arise, how are policy differences resolved?
The answer, once again, is straightforward: states can fa-
vorably resolve policy differences to the extent that they
can impose their will on others. The principle is known as
self-help, and it means that international politics are fun-
damentally an exercise in power. Power, in turn, can be
defined as the ability to get people to do something they
would not otherwise do, in this case to accept policies in
opposition to those preferred.

Take the hypothetical case of Mexican irredentist claims



EAGLE’S TALONS

on the Southwest as an example. Should such claims exist,
there would be a clear policy disagreement between the
United States and Mexico, with American policy based in
continued sovereign control of the Southwest and Mexican
policy demanding its return. The policy disagreement is
total: only the United States or Mexico can exercise sov-
ereign control over the territory. Since the current situation
reflects American policy, the problem for Mexico is how to
get the United States to change its policy. In the absence
of authoritative mechanisms to resolve the dispute, the
problem for Mexico thus becomes one of self-help, the ef-
fective exercise of power to achieve its political ends. This
brings us back to the question of the instruments of national
power and the ability to apply them effectively.

As stated earlier the instruments of power are conven-
tionally divided into the three categories of diplomatic, eco-
nomic, and military power. Diplomatically, the Mexican
government might seek to engage in negotiations, using its
most persuasive diplomats and framing its argument in his-
torical or demographic terms, to convince us voluntarily to
cede the territory because of a superior Mexican claim.
Failing in that, the Mexicans might threaten or carry out
economic sanctions or promise rewards if we would agree
to the cession of the Southwest. They could, for instance,
threaten to deny American access to Mexican oil reserves
or, using a more positive approach, they could offer unlim-
ited access to those reserves in return for the territory. The
degree to which such a strategy might be effective depends
on American dependence on Mexican oil. If we were highly
dependent, the Mexican government might have an effec-
tive lever that would compel us to accept its policy. If not,
the economic instrument of power would be ineffectual.

Should all else fail there is always the military instrument
of power. Should Mexican claims be serious enough (con-
sidered a vital national interest) and should other instru-
ments fail to achieve the purpose, then Mexicans might
consider the use of military force to seize and control the
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Southwest. That may not be the way we like to think of
things, but it is sometimes the way things are.

Force is thus a tool of political authority, and its purpose
is either to guarantee that the inimical policies of others
are not imposed on the political unit or to impose one’s
own policies on a recalcitrant adversary. Seen this way,
military power gains its meaning as an agent for realizing
the political purposes and objectives of the state (or what-
ever designation the political unit has). Unless this subju-
gation of military force to the political authority from which
it flows is fully comprehended, the role of force cannot be
adequately understood. Unless policy is made for military
force starting from this ordering, the result is likely to be
inappropriate policy and unnecessary friction between po-
litical authority and the military. Their roles may be dis-
tinct, but the military is an agent that implements the
decisions of political authority.

Interestingly, it was Clausewitz who best understood this
relationship. One level of this understanding is the Prussian
dictum with which this chapter began: ‘“War is a contin-
uation of political activity by other means.” The dictum is
not an advocacy for using force to resolve political differ-
ences. Clausewitz, as a military man, understood that the
decision to use force resides with political authorities; his
role was to implement those decisions should that deter-
mination be made. The dictum merely states the relation-
ship between war and politics. When the policies of two or
more states become so incompatible that they cannot be
pursued simultaneously, some means to resolve those dif-
ferences must be found. Military force is one means to re-
solve those differences—it is another means to continue
the political process of conflict resolution.

The relationship can be seen in another light captured
by Clausewitz in an equally true but less-cited observation
that war has its own grammar but not its own logic. What
he meant was that once the decision to go to war has been
reached, the nature of conducting warfare—the so-called
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military art and science—dictates how war should be fought
on the battlefield (the grammar, or as most people would
say today, the language of war). The reason for going to war
and the political objectives for which war is fought do not
flow from that language, but derive from the overall polit-
ical objectives (the logic of war) to which they are subor-
dinate. In the heat of campaign that subordination is often
blurred by the passion of the moment, but the Prussian was
quite explicit that one should never lose sight of the
relationship.

The language of war, quite clearly, is written in blood,
and it is man’s most extreme means of resolving differences.
Because its consequences include the expenditure of human
life and the destruction of the things people value, it is a
political remedy in extremis. The use of force is the means
chosen when the objective is vital and where other, non-
violent instruments of power have been ineffective in re-
solving political differences.

The purpose of force, thus, is to exercise power. “War
is,” as Clausewitz notes, “an act of force to compel our
adversary to do our will.” Doing “our will” is, however, a
more complex matter than the quotation may suggest. A
good deal of the misunderstanding about the role of force
arises from oversimplifying how political and military as-
pects of war contribute to achieving the imposition of will.

In more contemporary terms observers often refer to the
objectives of overcoming hostile will and ability. Hostile
will contains at least two distinct parts. On one hand, hostile
will consists of the willingness to continue to resist the im-
position of hostile policies. What levels of cost, in terms of
deprivation and suffering, are a people willing to endure,
and at what point is the price of accepting the adversary’s
policies less than the cost of continuing to resist? Hostile
will as willingness to continue to resist is well captured in
the term cost-tolerance: what levels of cost are you willing
to accept? On the other hand, hostile will also, and ulti-
mately, is defined in terms of the willing acceptance or
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embrace of the originally objectionable policies. How does
one go about convincing an adversary that the policies one
seeks to impose are right and to the benefit of those who
opposed them? The notion of hostile ability is more
straightforward, referring to the physical ability of an ad-
versary’s armed forces and society to continue resistance.

Many practitioners and theorists have underemphasized
the distinction between the two forms of hostile will and
have consequently distorted the degree to which political
authority and the military instrument contribute to achiev-
ing the ends of overcoming hostile will and ability. The
assumption, implicit or explicit, has been that once the
decision to use force has been made, it is the appropriate
task of the military instrument to overcome hostile will and
ability. We contend that it is more complicated than that.

Because hostile ability is represented by an adversary’s
armed forces, the military instrument is most clearly useful
in removing that source of opposition. The classic method
of defeating an enemy is to destroy his army, which is to
say his hostile ability, although this is a realistic objective
only part of the time. If one’s armed forces are inferior to
those of the enemy, then destroying those forces is usually
an impossible way to achieve one’s goals. In that case one
may be forced to attack hostile will (cost-tolerance) by forc-
ing the enemy to endure more suffering than his goals are
worth. Sometimes one can pursue both objectives simul-
taneously, that is, break the enemy’s will while destroying
his army.

Overcoming hostile ability is clearly a military imperative
and hostile willingness an ambiguous military or political
goal. Overcoming hostile will (defined as acceptance of orig-
inally odious policies) is a political problem solvable only
in the peace that follows hostilities. Obviously, the military
aspect plays a part and there is a sequential relationship:
until either hostile will or ability is overcome, one can nei-
ther impose nor convince the adversary to accept one’s
policies. At the same time, military victory does not ensure
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the later psychological acceptance of the outcome by the
vanquished. Military victory may allow one to “compel our
adversary to do our will,” but in the long run, it is accep-
tance at the psychological level that renders the outcome
totally successful.

This is a subtle but very important and often overlooked
point. Victory or defeat in war has two distinct definitions.
The most obvious is military victory because that aspect is
easiest to view. The other, and ultimately more important,
definition is the achievement of the political purposes for
which war is fought in the first place, and that means ac-
ceptance by the adversary of the political objectives for
which the war was fought. In turn adversaries must be con-
vinced that the objectives for which they fought were wrong
and that those for which you fought were correct. Military
force may be able to enforce the terms of peace, but con-
vincing the enemy population to embrace the peace is a
political task of persuasion for which military force may be
irrelevant or counterproductive. It is indeed possible to
“win the war and lose the peace” if one assumes that once
hostilities are concluded victory is complete. The lesson of
World War I, where a punitive peace virtually assured that
the German people would not embrace the peace treaty, is
only the most obvious example.

The purpose of this discussion is to establish the intimate,
complex relationships between war and its political pur-
poses. Americans tend to think of war primarily in its mil-
itary aspects, but that is clearly not enough if we are to
comprehend fully the dynamics of military conflict and
where military force can and cannot be applied intelligently
and effectively. Rather, the complex interaction between
military and political affairs needs to be viewed system-
atically, and it is our purpose in the rest of this chapter to
lay out a framework for organizing that relationship, which
we will then apply to the American military experience in
subsequent chapters.

The first element in that framework is what is often re-
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ferred to as the causes of wars: those underlying issues that
make the recourse to war an apparent solution and the
proximate events which lead to the decision to go to war.
The political objective that directs the war effort and gives
it meaning emerges from these issues and events. Political
objectives, in turn, lead to the determination of military
objectives to achieve the political objective and military
strategies that will accomplish the military task. We will
then turn to the purely political considerations that affect
the conduct and outcome of hostilities and in that context
examine selectively the actual conduct of each conflict. Be-
cause technology has been such an enormous influence on
the evolution of war, we will look at technological inno-
vations—how they were or were not applied effectively, and
how they affected the conduct and outcomes of wars. Fi-
nally, we will examine whether or how the political purposes
were achieved, using Sir Basil Liddell Hart’s “better state
of the peace” and the notions of overcoming hostile will
and ability as yardsticks.

Issues and Events

The decision to go to war is seldom a casual matter. The
road to war is generally a long one, and with the consid-
erable assistance of hindsight, one can normally detect a
gradual deterioration in the relations between what became
warring units over underlying issues or sets of issues that
were not resolved peacefully. Those underlying issues were
transformed into events that served as lightning rods that
made the end result seem inevitable.

A caveat is in order here. One of the important concerns
of historians and other social scientists is to speculate on
the true “causes” of war and to devise elaborate theories
about why there is war. We do not propose to add to that
body of thought in the sense of proposing any grand scheme
or overarching grand design to explain why men go to war.
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Our concern is more limited and descriptive. We begin from
the more modest premise, supportable by evidence, that
Americans from time to time make the political decision
that armed violence is the way they must settle disputes.
From that premise, it is our purpose to look at those in-
stances and to see if there was commonality and to see how
the decision chain led to and directed the political and
military objectives. The decisions to make war will in all
likelihood be made again. It is our hope that those deter-
minations will be made wisely and will be translated into
appropriate, supportable, and achievable political and mil-
itary aims and objectives.

With that context, one can divide the road to war into
two analytical distinctions. The first deals with the under-
lying issues (or causes) in the preceding peace that even-
tually led to war. What kinds of incompatibilities in policy
fester to the point that differences appear solvable only by
the sword? How did these come about, and were they re-
solvable by other forms of action? Were the issues funda-
mental, or did they simply devolve because of inattention
or the inability of men to resolve them? How did these
issues evolve into the political objectives for which the war
would be fought (which is really the most important ques-
tion of all)?

The second distinction arising from those underlying is-
sues 1is the specific events (or proximate causes) that nor-
mally emerge to hasten the process toward war. Clearly, one
is not always in control of these events because they can be
precipitated by either antagonist. It is, however, those prox-
imate events that either galvanize popular opinion behind
the decision to go to war or fail to create that support. The
important factor is the dynamic relationship between the
underlying issues and the proximate events.

The distinction may best be demonstrated by example,
contrasting two conflicts from the American experience—
the Civil War and Vietnam. As we will argue in chapter 3,
the underlying issue from which the Civil War arose was a
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fundamental clash of cultures. The North had gradually
evolved from an agrarian to an industrial society while the
South remained an agricultural society based around the
plantation and the cultivation of cotton. The United States
had become not a society but two distinct societies. The
issue was fundamental and pervasive; two distinct socio-
economic systems could not coexist within one political
framework indefinitely, and the differences gradually con-
sumed more and more of the social and political fabric of
the country.

The specific events that led to war flowed from this un-
derlying incompatibility. Whether it was the debate over
protectionist tariffs, the extension of slavery to the terri-
tories, or the election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860, all these
events can be seen as reflections of the underlying issues.
Within that context, the nation could not survive as it was
evolving. There were only two solutions available: either
disunion that would allow each society to be represented
by its own political system or union wherein one society
triumphed and imposed its will.

Contrast the clarity and profundity of the issues and
events leading to the Civil War with the parallels that led
to American involvement in Southeast Asia. If there was a
clear underlying issue (a point that remains contentious),
it only indirectly involved the United States and North
Vietnam. Rather, there were asymmetric issues: the Amer-
ican commitment to the policy of containment and the °
North Vietnamese desire to unite the country, by force if
necessary. Ho Chi Minh cared little about the American
policy, and the United States had little direct stake in the
North Vietnamese objective. Rather, the Southeast Asian
peninsula simply became a forum wherein quite different
concerns would clash. Moreover, the underlying issues were
of a different nature: the US policy was abstract (containing
Communist expansion), whereas the adversary’s goal was
concrete (unification of a divided nation).

If the underlying issue was vague and less than pervasive

11
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from an American standpoint, the translation into specific
events was also less than crystalline. At the beginning the
events that would lead to American combat involvement
had relatively little to do with Vietnam per se, but were
instead part of a generalized response precipitated by North
Korea’s invasion of South Korea and a concern that the
French economy was not recovering adequately due to the
drain of the war against the Vietminh. Moreover, the road
to war had an incremental flavor: relatively discrete deci-
sions by a series of American presidents eventuated in a
war they all hoped to avoid.

Political Objective

The basic reason for war, which should provide the de-
finitive guide for its conduct, is to attain its political ob-
jective. The definition of the political objective is normally
framed in terms of the peace that ensues after war is com-
plete, and is well captured in Basil H. Liddell Hart’s concept
that the object of war is to produce a better state of the
peace. (The better state being defined in the victor’s terms.)
Broadly speaking, those political objectives can be either
total or limited, depending on the extent of policy incom-
patibility between the antagonists. Although the instigator
of war may have a clearer vision of the better state of the
peace at the outset, both (or all) parties in a war ultimately
Justify their efforts in terms of what is and is not a satis-
factory ensuing condition of peace.

The political objective serves two basic functions, at least
in a democratic society such as the United States. The first
function, to which allusion has already been made, is to
provide a framework for directing the war effort. The po-
litical objective provides guidance for the proper conduct
of hostilities, which should be aimed at attaining the po-
litical objective. The second function is to provide a rallying
cry for public support of the war. Because modern war
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involves, to some extent, societal commitment and sacri-
fice, war can be conducted by democratic societies only if
it has explicit and continuing support. The failure ade-
quately to galvanize support through the political objective
almost inevitably leads to a lagging willingness to continue
the effort (or the exceeding of cost-tolerance).

This critical role of the political objective suggests some
criteria for how the objective must be framed if it 1s to have
broad support. At the risk of some oversimplification, a
“good” political objective should have all or most of four
characteristics. The more of these that are met, the more
strongly supported the war is likely to be. Conversely, the
more they are violated, the more unpopular (and hence
unsustainable) the effort is likely to be.

The first characteristic of a good political objective is
that it is simple, straightforward, and unambiguous. Given
that war 1s an inherently complex business, the public needs
a readily understood reason for supporting it. At best the
objective should be reducible to a catchphrase that is widely
acceptable. “Independence” (the political objective of the
American Revolution) or “destroying the Hitler monster”
met that criterion.

Second, the objective should be morally and politically
lofty. This need is particularly important to Americans, who
have always considered themselves a special, even morally
superior, people. In the American experience support has
always been most unwavering when the purpose resembled
a crusade. “Making the world safe for democracy” had the
kind of loftiness that gained broad American support; re-
storing the status quo in Korea did not.

The third and fourth criteria overlap somewhat. The
third is that attaining the objective must be seen as vital
to the interests of the United States. This, of course, is a
difficult criterion to get a precise grasp upon and is difficult
partially because of the subjective nature of what is vital
to the United States. For instance, was the ending of im-
pressment (War of 1812) vital enough to go to war over?

13
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The War Hawks thought so; others disagreed. Moreover,
the expeditionary nature of American military adventures
invariably creates a debate about whether vital interests are
involved. Precisely which overseas threats are threats to
core American interests will always be a point of debate.

The fourth criterion is that the interests of most Amer-
icans must appear to be served by the decision to go to war.
This criterion was most problematical in the wars of the
nineteenth century when sectionalism was an important
concern. Support for the War of 1812, for instance, was far
greater in some parts of the country than it was in others,
and the Mexican War had very little appeal in either New
England or the South.

Although wars of limited-political purpose have been by
far the more frequent through history, Americans have
tended to show the greatest support for unlimited wars.
Partly this 1s the case because total war most obviously
meets the criteria for a “good” political objective: total
defeat of the foe is a simple and unambiguous goal; total
defeat must be necessary because an inherent evil requires
eradication (loftiness); the vital interests of the United
States must be threatened or a total effort would not be
necessary; and most Americans can agree that the outcome
is necessary. The destruction of fascism and its symbols in
World War II is the most obvious case.

Limited political objectives, on the other hand, are more
likely to violate one or more of the criteria. The objectives
may not be simple and understandable, as was the objective
of containment in Vietnam. There may be moral ambiguity
in the cause (seizing the Southwest United States can be
viewed as either manifest destiny of the American people
or as naked imperialism). In a limited action vital interests
of the United States may or may not be involved. (If they
are, why would we not go all out to win?) Limited ends can
divide the American people (regionally as it did in the nine-
teenth century, or as the limited political objectives in Ko-
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rea or Vietnam have done in the second half of the twentieth
century).

A final point about the limited-total distinction should
be made. Clearly, both sides in war have their own political
objectives, which are in opposition (both cannot be
achieved). That does not mean, however, that the objectives
are necessarily symmetrical in limited-total terms. It can
and does happen that one side may have limited-political
objectives while the other has total objectives. In the Amer-
ican case two examples come to mind. In the American
Revolution, the purpose of independence was total and in-
divisible: you cannot be partly independent. The British
objective of restoring control was, as it evolved, not total.
Ultimately, the restoration of British authority was justified
as exemplary to other parts of the empire (if the Americans
won, other parts of the empire might get seditious ideas).
The even clearer case is Vietnam. The American objective
of containing Communist expansion and thus allowing the
South Vietnamese to engage in self-determination was
clearly a limited one. We did not seek the overthrow of the
North Vietnamese government (although we would not
have objected to that outcome). North Vietnam had the
total objective of overthrowing the government of the Re-
public of Vietnam and of uniting the country by force.

Military Objectives and Strategy

If war 1s politics carried on by other means, then the
fundamental objective of all military operations in wartime
is quite simple and straightforward. The military’s basic
task is to overcome the enemy’s ability to resist our policies
militarily. Although straightforward, this fundamental ob-
jective is so broad that it provides little practical meaning
or useful guidance for military planners. It is, however, in-
structive to keep this fundamental objective in mind for
two different reasons.
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First, the fundamental military objective excludes certain
specific objectives as legitimate pursuits for armed forces.
For example, the battle for the “hearts and minds” of an
enemy population would be an inappropriate undertaking
for military forces. Such a battle is better reserved for ci-
vilian authorities who can make political, economic, and
other nonmilitary policy decisions that will have a direct
impact on the perceptions and attitudes of hostile popu-
lations. This is not to deny that successful military opera-
tions are often necessary prerequisites to winning “hearts
and minds.” Such was certainly the case in World War II.
Complete military victory allowed the imposition of non-
military policies that resulted in nearly 40 years of friend-
ship and support from our former enemies. Nor does this
deny that the military can often be the executive agent to
implement these nonmilitary policies. Perhaps the most
memorable instance of the military functioning as the ex-
ecutive agent is found in Japan following World War II.
General of the Army Douglas MacArthur was the de facto
dictator of occupied Japan responsible for imposing the
enlightened nonmilitary policy decisions that resulted in a
resurgent Japan friendly to American policy objectives.

Second, the enemy’s ability to resist militarily is directly
affected by the enemy’s will to resist. Thus victory on the
battlefield does not necessarily translate into victory in the
war. Defeat on the battlefield does not necessarily mean
that the cause is lost. America’s experience in the Vietnam
conflict provides conclusive evidence that one belligerent
can win virtually all of the significant military engagements
and yet lose the war. Conversely, America’s enemies in the
Vietnam conflict demonstrated that there are occasions
when simply avoiding catastrophic defeat while exacting a
high price in blood from the enemy can make a decisive
contribution to the destruction of the enemy’s will (and thus
his ability) to resist militarily.

The objective of war is not military victory. Rather, the
objective of war is to attain the political objectives which
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spawned the war. Military victory is merely one means to
political ends.

One might assume that specific military objectives would
flow naturally from political objectives, but such is not al-
ways the case. Although what follows is not an encyclopedic
list, four situations have commonly caused conflict between
political and military objectives.

First, one can confuse means and ends, particularly when
deeply mired in bloody conflict. Such was the case for the
belligerents in World War I, particularly those struggling in
the trenches on the Western Front. As the casualties
mounted along with the frustrations of a stalemated war,
the declared objectives on all sides disappeared into the
mud of Verdun and Flanders and were replaced with simple
hatred and the desire for retribution. In many respects, the
object of war became the war itself rather than the peace
that followed. The result was unsatisfactory to all sides and
formed the breeding ground for an even greater
conflagration.

Second, political objectives can clash with military ex-
pediency. Sherman’s famous march from Atlanta to the sea
was a military expedient that surely shortened the American
Civil War. The wanton destruction caused by his rampaging
troops gutted the heart of the Confederacy and led to se-
rious morale problems among Confederate troops. On the
other hand, it led to long-lasting and deep-seated bitterness
among the vanquished and postponed true reunion between
the North and the South. This drives home the point that
the manner in which a war is fought can have a significant
effect on the peace that follows. Moreover, political objec-
tives can frustrate prudent military operations. In the Viet-
nam conflict military operations were banned in certain
areas for political reasons. These sanctuaries, however, en-
sured that the military security required to win the “hearts
and minds” of the civilian population could never be
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achieved. In a sense, political objectives were hoisted by
their own petard.

Third, political objectives can be so abstract that the mil-
itary is left with little on which to base its objectives. For
Americans, the political objectives for most wars have been
concrete (although they may also have been simplistic and
shortsighted) and military objectives followed easily. Such
was the case in the Civil War and both world wars. Each
was a great crusade against a clearly defined “evil.” In Ko-
rea the political objectives were more obscure but were still
definable because of an overt invasion. In Vietnam political
objectives remained abstract and the resulting military ob-
jectives were nebulous and muddled. As a result, military
strategy was often confused and inappropriate, interservice
rivalry flourished as parochial interests came to the fore,
and morale crumbled. The specter of nuclear war reinforces
the point. What would be the political objective of a full-
scale nuclear exchange? American “thinking about the un-
thinkable” has rarely progressed beyond the concept of de-
terrence of nuclear attack. What happens if deterrence fails?
What then, and for what purpose?

Finally, the military may be given the task of accom-
plishing political objectives that are inappropriate for mil-
itary means. The Vietnam experience may be the classic
case. Given the unrest in third world areas and the impor-
tance of those areas to the industrialized nations, this sit-
uation may be more common in the future. As will be
described in later chapters, the principal American problem
in Vietnam was not military. Rather, the problem was one
of nation building, an objective that requires vigorous non-
military action. Military actions in such a situation could
only provide the security needed for other actions to suc-
ceed. And yet the military was the principal power instru-
ment used by both the South Vietnamese and the
Americans, while nonmilitary actions were given far less
attention. The result was predictable. The South Vietnam-
ese nation was never built and, ironically, the proximate
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cause of its downfall was the failure of the South Vietnam-
ese military.

Although the most fundamental military task in war has
remained relatively constant (at least in nonnuclear war),
specific military strategy—the technique of developing, de-
ploying, and employing military forces—has evolved. The
two centuries of the American experience have witnessed
rapid and fundamental changes in military strategy. The
eighteenth century was the era of limited war, limited by
the nature of the political objectives sought by the inter-
related absolute monarchies that dominated all of Europe
(the exception being Great Britain). They waged war for a
province here, a city there, or control over royal succession
in another kingdom, but rarely to overthrow a brother mon-
arch. There was little passion involved, the objectives being
of royal rather than popular interest. The armies that fought
for these objectives were composed of the dregs of society
and mercenary soldiers recruited from throughout Europe.
In essence, the bulk of the population was isolated from
both the objectives of war and those who waged it.

The linear tactics developed to use the limited-firepower
technology of the day led to bloody but indecisive battles.
Rather than risk their expensive and hard-to-replace armies
in pitched battle, eighteenth-century generals sought to gain
advantage through maneuver to cut the enemy’s line of
supply. The elaborate depot and magazine system required
to support an army in the field presented a convenient
vulnerability that could decide a campaign with minimum
risk of pitched battle.

Near the end of the eighteenth century, the idealism of
the American Revolution returned ideology to warfare. The
common man had a political objective for which he would
voluntarily fight and die. The trend continued during the
French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars. Ideological ob-
jectives and the democratization of war eventually paved
the way for mass popular armies, more flexible tactics and
supply systems, and, finally, wars fought for unlimited ob-
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jectives. By the time of the American Civil War, this drift
toward total war was well under way.

In many ways, the American Civil War was America’s
first total war. For the Union, at least, the political objec-
tives were unlimited. No compromise could be accepted;
militarily, the Confederacy itself had to be crushed and
forced back into the Union fold. Confederate political ob-
jectives were also unlimited (independence). However its
military objectives were limited as it sought only to repel
Union invaders and maintain its independence. From these
objectives flowed the strategy of each side. For the Union
an annihilation strategy was in order: it needed to destroy
the Confederate armies and overthrow the Confederacy’s
government to achieve reunion. Confederate strategy re-
mained largely that of attrition, seeking not to destroy the
Union Army and overthrow the Northern government, but
to defend the Confederacy and inflict enough pain on the
Union forces to discourage further attacks on the new Con-
federate nation. The North had to destroy Confederate hos-
tile ability; the South’s objective was to exceed Northern
cost-tolerance.

The Civil War was also a war of unlimited means. Mass
armies took to the field. Maneuver was critically important
but bloody battle was the decisive factor. Both sides at-
tempted to mobilize their civilian populations and indus-
trial bases for war. Finally, civilian populations and
economies became military targets, at least for the Union
forces. Thus the Union blockaded Southern ports in an
attempt to shatter the Confederate economy and starve the
Rebel population. The rationale for Gen William T. Sher-
man’s march through Georgia and Gen Franz Sigel’s less
well-known but equally devastating attacks in the Shen-
andoah Valley were directed to the same end.

The Civil War also demonstrated for the first time the
importance of mechanization in warfare. It was the first
American war in which railroads played a major role. Mass
armies were transported over vast distances with great
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speed and were kept well supplied. Rail transportation ex-
panded the scope of the war, which was conducted simul-
taneously in widely separated theaters of operation. But
with the opportunities of mechanization came limiting fac-
tors. Much of the military strategy revolved around rail
lines themselves. Cutting the enemy’s rail lines or protecting
one’s own became a major preoccupation of Civil War
generals.

As the trend toward mechanization continued into the
twentieth century, changes in military strategy continued
apace. The internal combustion engine added greatly to
military flexibility and the speed of maneuver. Combined
with other technological gadgets, the internal combustion
engine gave rise to armored war on land, undersea warfare,
and war in the air. Each of these developments provided
new opportunities for the military strategist, particularly
when combined with the unlimited objectives of modern
total war. Rapid and fluid maneuver, deep penetration, and
increased firepower characterized modern warfare, culmi-
nating in the campaigns of World War II.

But increased mechanization presented vulnerabilities as
well as opportunities. Supply lines became even more im-
portant (one cannot forage for spare parts and fuel) and
thus were a prime target for attack. The same was true for
the industrial base that supported mechanized forces in the
field. Traditional naval blockade (and blockade by sub-
marine) remained an exceptionally important tactic. The
airplane offered the opportunity to attack the civilian in-
dustrial base directly and with more immediate effect than
blockade. Thus direct combat operations ranged from the
front lines to the skies over civilian industrial centers. Total
war was all-encompassing, sweeping up civilian and soldier
alike.

The nuclear weapons developed and used at the end of
World War II significantly changed the way we think about
war, particularly after other nations also developed nuclear
weapons. Even the incredible cost of total war could, until
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then, be justified by unlimited objectives that seemed to be
of greater value. But the advent of nuclear weapons raised
the specter of total war involving total cost—the possible
annihilation of civilization itself. Surely no political objec-
tive could be worth the all too real risk of mankind’s ex-
tinction. Thus the concept of deterrence came to the fore
along with its arcane language and arabesque logic.

The Clausewitzian dictum, it seemed, no longer applied,
or at least it did not apply to nuclear war. Nuclear war, it
appeared, could not be an extension of politics because the
possible death of civilization served no rational political
purpose. The fundamental objective of deterrence is to en-
sure that nuclear war never will serve any rational political
purpose, that no one would ever risk the possible cata-
strophic consequences. And thus the paradoxical situation
came about where incredibly powerful weapons are devel-
oped and fielded, their sole purpose being to ensure that
neither they nor similar weapons possessed by any enemy
will ever be used. Whether by design or good fortune nu-
clear war has been avoided.

The nuclear stalemate has not been matched at lower and
less-threatening levels of warfare. Although both superpow-
ers have carefully avoided any direct military confrontation,
even at lower levels of conflict, both have fought lesser foes
at these lower levels. Additionally, many nations in the third
world have taken up arms against one another, often sup-
ported by one or the other of the superpowers. What has
happened, in effect, is that we have returned to eighteenth-
century limited war—but with two significant differences.
First, the political objectives of these conflicts are ideolog-
ically based. They tend to arouse impassioned support and
a considerable degree of fanaticism.

Second, and as mentioned earlier, at least when the
United States has been involved in these conflicts, the po-
litical objectives of the belligerents have been asymmetrical.
While America has waged limited war in these instances
(limited objectives, limited means), its smaller opponents
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have waged unlimited war. Their objectives were unlimited
in the sense they dealt with perceived vital interests that
could not be compromised, and they used all means at their
disposal to conduct the war. Such a situation places the
United States at a distinct disadvantage.

American strategy has been only partially successful in
this new situation. The Korean War was little more than a
World War Il-style conflict on a limited scale. American
objectives at the time we intervened were clear and under-
standable. American attitudes were helped by the fact that
this war involved an outright invasion without provocation.
Although Americans (both military and civilian) chafed at
fighting a war with less than the total means available, the
war was brought to a conclusion that achieved our originally
stated national objectives. The same cannot be said for the
American venture into Southeast Asia. Protracted insurgent
warfare using guerrilla-style tactics continues to frustrate
American political and military strategists, and since guer-
rillas assume military inferiority, it would seem impossible
to deter such conflicts.

Total war was more the product of unlimited objectives
than the product of modern weaponry. In fact, it has been
the terrible impact of modern weapons of mass destruction
that forced a return to limited war by the superpowers. The
limited wars of the post-World War II era, despite the avail-
ability of modern weapons of mass destruction, prove the
point. American political objectives have been limited dur-
ing this period, and the means by which America has fought
have been constrained. Clearly, the primary influence on
military objectives and strategy is the political objective,
which is as it should be. It is also true that military tech-
nology and technique have also strongly influenced military
strategy. In truth, military strategy is the result of the in-
terplay of numerous factors. All of these interrelated factors
play a significant role in determining how a war is fought
and in doing so affect the peace that follows.
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Political Considerations

Just as political concerns lead to war and the political
objective defines its scope and purpose, there is a dynamic
relationship between military and political considerations
before and during the conduct of hostilities. Both domestic
and international political concerns affect the way war is
fought and, conversely, the ebb and flow of warfare influ-
ence political forces at each level.

Especially in a democratic society, when the use of the
military instrument is contemplated, a major consideration
must be the likely level of public support for the enterprise.
In some cases, of course, the decision may be thrust upon
one, as with Pearl Harbor. For a nation whose primary
military engagements are expeditionary, however, there will
generally be some meaningful opportunity to consider the
question. In the wake of public reaction to the Vietnam
affair, the tendency has been to view the answer as paralytic.

The question of public support has become increasingly
problematical. While not attempting to exhaust all con-
founding influences on public support for American mili-
tary adventures, at least four can be mentioned, each of
which will arise as the odyssey through the American ex-
perience at war unfolds. They are presented in no particular
order of importance.

The first, and perhaps least well-understood, restraint is
the impact of the media, and especially the electronic me-
dia. At the most obvious level, the electronic revolution
permits coverage of military operations at a speed and with
an intimacy heretofore impossible. Certainly, media cov-
erage of the battlefield is not particularly new. In the Amer-
ican experience, close and rapid coverage of war go back
to the Civil War and the introduction of the telegraph,
which allowed next-day reportage of engagements. What is
unique about the electronic media, however, is that they
bring a vivid, visual quality to coverage.

One obvious effect has been to deglamorize war. The
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blood, maimed bodies, and corpses that constitute the trib-
ute of combat cannot be hidden from the camera’s eye. It
is an image difficult to ignore. Moreover, the television
camera is most effectively used in capturing the discrete
and dramatic event. Television coverage does not focus ef-
fectively on the long lulls between combat that make up
the vast majority of war; instead, it trains on the spectac-
ular—the maimed child, the firefight, the exploding bombs.
The result is, at least for many, revulsion with war and its
consequences and erosion of support for military efforts.
The question, inadequately dealt with to this point, is how
much of a constraint the media place on contemplated ac-
tions and how this constraint can be dealt with.

A second factor is the burgeoning expense of war. Largely
this expense is due to the increased sophistication of weap-
onry that makes equipment both more costly and more
deadly, a phenomenon discussed in the section on tech-
nology. The result is that even fairly minor military in-
volvements place great burdens on resource bases on which
there are multiple competing claims. The Vietnam War,
while certainly not a minor engagement, is estimated to
have cost the United States $150 billion. Similarly, the Brit-
ish Falkland Islands engagement cost nearly $3 billion, and
someone has to pay for it. The question is just what eco-
nomic sacrifices will people be willing to make in the future?

A third problem is that, with the possible exception of a
major war in Europe, likely future scenarios involve con-
flicts for limited-political objectives. As discussed earlier
and as will be amplified in the pages that follow, developing
and sustaining support for these kinds of wars is often dif-
ficult. The ramifications of that observation are explored
in the final chapter.

Fourth and finally, there is the historic American aver-
sion to things military—and particularly to the costs of
military forces—that goes back to the birth of the country.
Part of the American Anglo-Saxon heritage is to suspect
military force and to look toward other instruments of
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power to solve problems. When the dollar ruled supreme
in the world during roughly the quarter century after the
end of World War II, the economic instrument could be
used effectively to achieve American ends. That relative
advantage has eroded, however, and Americans must con-
template the use of alternate instruments, one of which is
military power.

The interplay of politics and military force does not end
once the decision to go to war has been reached. Rather,
in some ways that relationship intensifies at essentially two
levels, what one may call the high politics and low politics
of war.

The high politics of war refers to the direction of military
efforts to achieve political objectives and to assure that the
application of force does not alter the objectives beyond
politically acceptable bounds. This latter problem is par-
ticularly acute in wars of limited political objective because
purely military imperatives and political objectives most
often come into conflict in these situations.

Clausewitz, once again, recognized the problem. The
tendency in war, he observed, is to intensify and broaden
the scope of action; a dynamic against which he warned
political authorities to be constantly vigilant. The dynamic
can occur whether one is winning or losing. If one is suc-
cessful in achieving the objective through military means,
there is a powerful temptation to broaden the objective and
attempt to achieve even more. The decision to cross the
38th parallel in Korea in late 1950 exemplifies the point.
At the same time, losing may cause one to intensify the
effort, to up the ante, to avoid defeat. The gradual buildup
in Vietnam and Gen William C. Westmoreland’s ceaseless
pleas for more troops represent this case.

The low politics of war refers to the direction and ex-
ploitation of military situations for personal political or
other gain. In its seamier aspect, it may be the use of mil-
itary activity to serve the ends of political figures. The image
of President James Polk diligently watching the Washington
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press to see if either of his military commanders (both of
whom were potential political opponents in the 1848 pres-
idential election) was gaining too many headlines and then
directing their campaigns to minimize such publicity comes
to mind. Conversely, military victory or defeat can influ-
ence political outcomes. Lincoln, for instance, might well
have lost the 1864 election had Atlanta not fallen to Sher-
man in the nick of time, just as stalemates in Korea and
Vietnam helped drive two presidents into retirement.

The conduct of war affects and is affected by interna-
tional concerns as well. Although there is really no such
thing as international public opinion, the general opposi-
tion of America’s NATO allies (largely reflecting public
opinion in Europe) to our involvement in Vietnam weighed
heavily on US decisionmakers. Likewise, military events
may influence foreign powers in ways that can alter the
situation. For instance, the American victory at Saratoga
in 1777 (our first significant battlefield success) convinced
the French to intervene openly and probably allowed the
success of the American Revolution.

It is this dynamic interaction between military and po-
litical affairs during wartime that is most nettlesome to the
military, and forms the basis for charges of political inter-
ference or derogations about political wars. Once again, the
problem is greatest in limited-war situations, where con-
cerns about remaining within the limited-political objective
may call for limitations on military actions that impede the
effective application of force. Military art and science teach
the virtue of maximum force to achieve the destruction of
enemy forces wherever they may be. Within the confines
of limited objectives, it may not be possible to unleash the
full fury of military capability without running the risk of
broadening the war and, implicitly, its political objectives.
The granting of sanctuaries in Korea and Vietnam are ex-
amples, and they are the kinds of constraints under which
the military is likely to be forced to labor in any future
conflict.
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Military Technology and Technique

Military technology is only one of many factors that in-
fluence the conduct and the character of war. However, it
is the primary factor that determines how battles within a
war are fought. The history of battle is, to a great extent,
the story of military men struggling to cope with technology.
The outcome of battle is often determined by the ability of
one antagonist or the other to make the best use of available
military technology. Thus to the extent that it actually in-
fluences the outcome of battles, technology directly influ-
ences the course of war and, more indirectly, the peace
which follows.

Since the ancients first took up arms, one clearly iden-
tifiable trend has been constant. The power and destructive
efficiency of weapons have become ever greater, as reflected
in their explosive power, accuracy, and range. In the twen-
tieth century, man may have reached the ultimate extension
of this trend with thermonuclear weapons riding atop in-
tercontinental ballistic missiles. Today weapons of previ-
ously unimagined power are only minutes away from any
spot on the face of the earth. In essence, it has been changes
in power, accuracy, and range of weapons that have caused
the nature and technique of war to change over the 200-
odd years of the American experience. These changes are
reflected in the scale, intensity, tempo, organization, scope,
and cost of battle.

The first change has been to increase the physical scale
of conflict. The size of the individual battlefield began to
expand in the eighteenth century as generals attempted to
maximize smoothbore musket firepower by packing more
men armed with these weapons onto the battlefield. How-
ever, instead of the densely packed formations of earlier
ages, eighteenth-century warfare was characterized by linear
formations. Formations spread laterally and were generally
only three ranks deep. This allowed for fire by all three
ranks while minimizing the possibility of muzzle-blast dam-
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age to one’s own troops. Thus the frontage of individual
units was vastly expanded as was the size of the battlefield.

In the nineteenth century, advances in transportation and
communications technology expanded warfare far beyond
the already swollen eighteenth-century battlefield. The rail-
road allowed mass armies to be transported rapidly over
great distances and permitted the efficient resupply of these
far-flung armies. The importance of rail transport first be-
came obvious during the American Civil War. In that con-
flict separate armies operated throughout different theaters
of war and yet did so with considerable coordination. Rail-
roads made it possible to operate effectively in distant the-
aters and the telegraph made coordination of these
operations both possible and practical.

In the twentieth century, globe-girdling warfare has be-
come the norm. All modes of land and water transportation
increased in both speed and carrying capacity, making over-
seas force deployments relatively commonplace. By mid-
century, air transport added a new dimension to deploy-
ment speed while the advent of radio provided instanta-
neous communications without reliance on fragile wires. In
addition to the worldwide breadth of twentieth-century mil-
itary operations, the development of the airplane and the
submarine expanded the battlefield vertically—beneath the
sea and into the sky.

In essence, technology expanded the battlefield to pro-
portions unimagined in the eighteenth century. Advances
in transportation and communication solved the twin prob-
lems of logistic support and coordinated command. Mod-
ern military commanders have been forced to expand their
horizons far beyond the confines of the immediate battle-
field. During the same time period, however, technology
also brought about rapid increases in the intensity of war-
fare and the speed of maneuver on and between battlefields.

In the eighteenth century, warfare was conducted at a
rather leisurely pace. Military campaigning seasons—when
the weather was good and gunpowder could be kept dry—
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were relatively short, and armies regularly went into winter
quarters during the cold and wet months of the year. Even
during the campaigning seasons, little fighting or maneu-
vering occurred during hours of darkness. By the twentieth
century, keeping one’s powder dry was no longer a signif-
icant problem because of cartridge ammunition. The in-
candescent lamp facilitated night operations, as did
electronic marvels such as radar and light amplification
equipment. Thus, by the last half of the twentieth century,
war had become an intense activity waged around the clock
throughout the year.

The tempo of war increased along with its year-round
intensity. In the twentieth century, wheeled and tracked
self-propelled vehicles speed the maneuver of men and guns
on the battlefield, just as railroads, fast ships, and even
faster aircraft speed the transport of men and weapons to
the battlefield.

The organization and scope of combat has multiplied as
well. At the same time that technology expanded the scale,
intensity, and tempo of military operations, it also created
significant problems. First, it complicated the structure of
armed forces and placed a premium on quality staff work.
The infrastructure required to command, control, and sup-
port a technologically sophisticated military force has ex-
panded at a geometric rate and the logistic support required
has assumed momentous proportions. Second, the coor-
dination of ground, air, and sea forces in modern three-
dimensional war requires large, complex, multiservice staff
structures. These factors have combined to change radically
the ratio of combat to noncombat troops in modern armed
forces over the last 200 years.

However, it is more significant for our purpose to realize
that technological sophistication has made the industrial
base that supports armed forces in the battlefield vitally
important. The production of modern military weapons,
vehicles, aircraft, and ships requires a robust industrial base
(or access to one). Naturally, this same industrial base has
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become an important target for military operations. Civil-
ian populations that support a nation’s industrial base have
also become targets for attack either directly (physical at-
tack, psychological operations, and deprivation) or as a by-
product of attacks on industrial plants (so-called collateral
damage). As technology made the home front an important
target, that same technology also made it possible to attack
home-front targets without first defeating armies and
navies.

Last, but not least, is the economic cost factor, which is
both a military and political concern. The cost of war has
dramatically escalated during the American experience in
terms of both blood and treasure. Although the ratio of
killed and wounded to the total in uniform during a war
has decreased since the eighteenth century, the absolute
number of casualties has vastly increased. This is a natural
product of larger armed forces and far more lethal weapons.
At the same time, the survival and complete recovery rate
for those wounded in action has increased dramatically be-
cause of rapid advances in medical science and military
efforts to bring medical care to soldiers on the front line.

The treasure expended in war has escalated to mind-
boggling proportions. In the eighteenth century, the village
smithy could produce most of the kinds of weapons re-
quired by an army and could do so at a relatively low cost.
Modern armies require weapons of great complexity and
incredible cost. The lethality of these weapons means that
battlefield attrition and consequent replacement demands
add enormously to the total cost of a modern high-intensity
war.

In essence, technology expanded the battlefield horizon-
tally, vertically, and finally in depth to include the home
front. Modern total war increased in intensity, in tempo,
and in scope to include everyone, not just the soldiers on
the front lines. Armed forces that had originally protected
the home front can no longer do so. Factory workers have
essentially become frontline soldiers without guns. Thus in
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many ways the unlimited involvement characteristic of
modern total war has matched the unlimited objectives of
ideologically based modern war.

The most recent development in warfare flies in the face
of the trend of developments since the eighteenth century.
In the face of total war with totally destructive nuclear
weapons, the second half of the twentieth century has seen
a resurgence of limited warfare reminiscent of the eigh-
teenth century. Protracted insurgent and partisan warfare
using guerrilla tactics allow the weak to compete on the
battlefield with the strong. Forces using guerrilla tactics pick
the time and place of battle, refuse to stand and fight unless
they desire to do so, and melt away into a friendly (or at
least neutral) civilian population when they do not. Guer-
rilla forces make no pretense of protecting civilian popu-
lations on which they depend for their survival. Rather, the
guerrilla reverses the relationship and uses the civilian pop-
ulation as a shield to hide from the enemy. As a result, the
terrible destructiveness of modern weaponry has only lim-
ited utility in combating the guerrilla. Where success in
“conventional” warfare depends on the ability to kill peo-
ple, success in combating guerrilla forces depends on the
control of people. Only if the population is controlled and
secure can guerrillas be ferreted out of the general popu-
lation they use for protection.

Military Conduct

Much has already been said during the discussions of
military objectives, strategy, technology, and technique
about how wars have been and are fought. In the eighteenth
century, war was, in effect, a battle of masses. Although the
American Revolution was an exception, war in that era
often held to Voltaire’s observation that “God is always for
the big battalions.” By the time of the American Civil War,
however, the situation began to change. More complex
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weapons and the use of mechanically powered transpor-
tation systems put a premium on industrial capability and
capacity. By the time of the two world wars, this trend
matured and war became a battle of factories. Industrial
plants were so important that the factories themselves be-
came military targets rivaling deployed forces in impor-
tance. Finally, the technological explosion during the last
half of the twentieth century made warfare a battle of
brains. It would seem that Voltaire has been turned on his
ear as God now seems to favor the best technology. The
exception to the modern trend, protracted warfare using
guerrilla tactics makes much modern military technology
irrelevant. Perhaps God is on the side of the smart
battalions.

Although the evolution of warfare from a battle of masses
to a battle of brains encapsulates the evolution of warfight-
ing during the American experience, one important point
remains to be made if one is to understand the nature of
modern warfare and if one is to understand the difficulties
of winning the peace.

Viewed broadly, warfare has become a progressively
more desperate undertaking during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. War has always been a desperate affair
for the individual warrior. However, the increasingly ideo-
logical basis of warfare and its consequently unlimited po-
litical objectives have turned much of modern warfare into
a death struggle between rival societies. Failure in such a
war is catastrophic, and as a result, the struggle is fought
with bitterness and desperation. War is no longer the glo-
rious adventure to which men march with bands playing
and flags waving. The glorification of war was a tradition
buried beneath the mud of Flanders fields if not earlier.
Any sense of chivalry has all but disappeared from battle
as the unlimited ends sought seem to justify unlimited
means. Naval blockades indiscriminately starve civilian
and soldier alike. Civilian population centers have been
routinely attacked and weapons of mass destruction have
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been used. Defenders have often used scorched-earth tactics
and one finds many instances of fierce fighting when all
hope of victory has clearly been lost.

One might be led to believe that the “limited” and “low-
intensity” wars characteristic of the nuclear age would have
a less-desperate nature. However, one must remember that
such terms as /imited and low intensity are given meaning
by one’s perspective. For those on the battlefield, no war
is limited and all wars are intense. On a larger scale, all of
America’s opponents in these types of conflicts (North Ko-
rea, China, and North Vietnam) were essentially waging
unlimited wars. Only their relative military weakness (when
compared with a superpower) and the secondary impor-
tance of our objectives in these conflicts have allowed us
to characterize these conflicts as limited or low intensity.

The modern desperation in war produces a bitter legacy.
Few, if any, are untouched by the horror of modern warfare.
All sides harbor bitter feelings because of widespread death
and destruction. The losing side agonizes over how much
it gave and how much it lost. The winner resents the suf-
fering endured in relation to the objectives achieved, which
often seem hollow in the harsh light of war’s aftermath. The
bitter legacy makes the task of the peacemaker far more
difficult than in any other age. Winning a better state of

peace after a modern war may be the most difficult of all
tasks.

Better State of the Peace

“There is no substitute for victory,” Gen Douglas
MacArthur said in testimony about American conduct of
the Korean War. It is a beguiling statement and so straight-
forward as to appear unimpeachable. But what does it
mean? What exactly constitutes victory in war?

The most obvious answer, and the one to which Amer-
icans (including General MacArthur) are drawn, is that win-
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ning the war means military victory, but that is an
incomplete answer. Military victory is only a part of win-
ning wars, and although one tends to associate military
triumph with victory, such is not always the case. Victory
has another, more profound meaning. The other, ultimately
more important, sense of victory is the attainment of the
political objectives for which war is fought in the first place.

These two aspects of victory should not be confused.
Although military victory on the battlefield is usually pre-
requisite to “imposing our will”’ on the adversary, such is
not always the case. It is possible, for instance, to fight to
a militarily inconclusive ending but still accomplish the
political objective of war, as the American colonies did in
the Revolution. At the same time, one can actually lose the
military campaign and achieve at least part of the political
objective, as the United States did in the War of 1812.
Finally, it is also possible to win all the military campaigns
in war and yet lose politically, a distinction demonstrated
by the the American experience in Vietnam.

To comprehend the two senses of victory, we need to
return to the notions of hostile will and ability. As was
argued earlier, the distinct task of the military is to over-
come hostile ability, and military victory (or its absence) is
normally determined on that basis. Overcoming hostile
ability in the American experience has usually been equated
(at least since the campaigns of Grant and Sherman in the
Civil War) with the destruction of the enemy’s armed forces
and that is the most obvious, measurable, and observable
outcome of war. The most vivid expression was the un-
conditional surrender of Axis armed forces at the end of
World War II. But there is more to victory than that. One
may also win wars militarily by overcoming hostile will,
defined as exceeding cost-tolerance, which is the way the
colonies defeated Great Britain and the North Vietnamese
overcame the United States.

Victory in a political sense, however, is best equated with
the notion of political will defined as acceptance by the
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vanquished of the political objectives of the victors. The
political objective includes imposition and acceptance of
policies and that forms the reason for going to war in the
first place. Clearly at the outset, the visions of a better state
of the peace are diametrically opposed, or there would be
inadequate reasons to engage in war. In the end, one vision
of the better state of the peace must prevail and the other
must vanish (unless, of course, they are modified or
compromised).

The question is how the better state of the peace is ac-
complished. The answer must begin with the realization
that acceptance of policies is itself a political process, and
one that must be accomplished by political authorities dur-
ing the ensuing peace. It is a political, not a military, task.

Broadly speaking, there are two ways of implementing
desired policies. The first way is through the simple im-
position of the victor’s vision of the better state on the
vanquished in the form of a punitive peace. The terms of
the peace can simply be imposed, and if the former enemy
objects or tries to alter those terms, coercive means can be
used to guarantee continued compliance. Punitive peace
was the model for the settlement of World War I and, to a
lesser degree, the American Civil War.

The other means is to engage in active efforts to convince
former foes that one’s policies are more enlightened than
theirs were and that they are better off embracing this vision
of the better state of the peace. This form is known as a
reconciliatory peace and requires intense political and psy-
chological efforts to overcome the residue of hostile feelings.
The process of reconciliation is inherently political and can
be accomplished only by political authorities through po-
litical processes (although the military may serve as the
agents for political authorities, as in the postwar occupation
of Japan). The clearest case of a reconciliatory peace ac-
complishing the political objective occurred in Germany
and Japan after World War II, and it was the path that
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Abraham Lincoln had charted for the Confederacy before
his assassination.

As a general rule, a reconciliatory peace is preferable to
a punitive peace because it involves acceptance and em-
bracing of political objectives rather than sullen acceptance
of imposition. As a result, the residue of hostile will (re-
sistance to policies) is more likely to be overcome. Unfor-
tunately, a reconciliatory peace is the most difficult to attain
for at least two reasons.

First, the nature of war itself makes reconciliation dif-
ficult. War leaves physical and emotional scars in the forms
of death, maiming, and the destruction of property. The
result is a natural inclination, on the victorious side, toward
vindictiveness as the caskets and maimed veterans come
home and the rubble is sorted through. In those circum-
stances the impulse to punish is a powerful feeling that is
difficult to overcome. The carnage and physical destruction
of World War I had a powerful influence on French atti-
tudes toward the peace negotiations. At the same time, the
way war is fought may exacerbate the hostile feelings of the
vanquished. Sherman’s march to the sea and through the
Carolinas, while militarily justifiable, undoubtedly in-
flamed lingering bitterness in the defeated South. The ex-
panded nature and lethality of modern war exacerbates
these problems.

Second, and this is particularly true in the American ex-
perience, there is a tendency to ignore (or at least inade-
quately consider) the task that remains after physical
hostilities have concluded. This tendency is part of the clas-
sic American mobilization-demobilization pattern that says
once the war is won (militarily), it is time to return as
quickly as possible to the more normal condition of peace.
It is a tendency against which one needs to guard. The
physical conduct of war, as Clausewitz correctly noted, is
instrumental, a means toward an end. The end is attain-
ment of the political objective and that is a “battle” that
can be won only in the ensuing peace. If we are to avoid
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winning the war but losing the peace in the future, that is
a lesson that must be well learned.
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CHAPTER 2

AMERICAN REVOLUTION

The American Revolution was this country’s great for-
mative act. Along with the Civil War, the Revolution stands
as the most influential military event in American history
in terms of its political purposes and political impact. Al-
though it was not particularly recognized at the time it was
being fought, the Revolution also marked an important
turning point in international politics: it was both the first
major war of independence against European colonial dom-
ination and the conflict that reintroduced ideology into the
underlying causes and sustainers of warfare.

In purely military terms, the Revolution pales in com-
parison to the great struggles that began with the Civil War
and continued into the twentieth century. The armies that
contested the war were tiny by modern standards; at its
apex, the British had a force numbering about 32,000 on
colonial soil, and George Washington’s Continental Army
never numbered more than 20,000. Battles were relatively
few and comparatively bloodless, reflecting the eighteenth-
century style of warfare. In the climactic Battle of Yorktown
(which is more properly the Siege at Yorktown) an army of
16,000 Continentals and French marines in about equal
numbers faced a British force of about 7,500 under Lord
Cornwallis. When the British surrendered, the battlefield
toll was slightly more than 200 killed, of whom only 20
were American.

The Revolution also continued the American mythology
about the American military tradition begun in the French
and Indian War. Yorktown, Saratoga, Trenton, Princeton,
King’s Mountain, and other fields of battle have become
symbols of the tradition of military prowess and the Amer-
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ican self-image as winners. That most of these battles were
not as successful as we remember them, nor as militarily
significant, and that they were admixed with a series of
military reverses that were nearly decisive (e.g., the battles
of New York and Brandywine Creek) have faded from the
popular mind. An objective evaluation of the war itself
shows that militarily it was no better than a draw for the
Americans, who were aided by mediocre British
generalship.

In addition, the revolutionary experience did much to
create the myth of the militia tradition in America. When
the war began almost accidentally at Lexington and Con-
cord, the only military forces available to the rebellion were
militia units. Throughout the war’s conduct, militia units
played an important role (especially the so-called revolu-
tionary militia, about which more will be said later). Co-
lonial success created the myth that militia was effective
against regular troops and that the United States did not
need a standing armed force of any size. The militia could
be quickly mobilized and hold their own until a regular
army could be fielded to carry the day. Once the war was
over, demobilization could be rapidly accomplished (in
1784, a year after the peace treaty was signed, the standing
army consisted of 80 regulars whose sole purpose was to
guard military supplies). The performance of militia units
in the Revolution, viewed carefully, hardly justifies that
level of faith, but it created a tradition that still leaves Amer-
icans at least slightly uneasy about maintaining a large
standing force during peacetime.

That the war was not exactly what we choose to remem-
ber does not depreciate the importance of the struggle. Al-
though the American Revolution may not have been a
major military struggle, it was a major political event. There
were military lessons to be learned. Europeans would again
be faced with the problem of attempting to retain control
of colonial empires against determined indigenous resis-
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tance, and Americans would be confronted with parallel
difficulties in Southeast Asia.

In some ways, our revolution was the harbinger of things
to come for the European powers, first the Spanish and
Portuguese in Central and South America and later other
European powers in Asia and Africa. The British military
problem of snuffing out a determined rebellion fought by
unconventional methods far from home was one of those
precursors. The cost and political unpopularity of such en-
deavors which, as much as the success of the Continental
Army, drove the British from the field would be revisited
by the French in Indochina and Algeria. That the parallel
was well appreciated and the lesson well learned is doubtful.

The great irony and tragedy of the revolutionary expe-
rience is in its parallel with the American morass in South-
east Asia 190 years later. As one sifts through the
Revolution, the parallels draw closer and closer, and the
reader is encouraged to look for them. Great Britain was
attempting to quell a rebellion far from home against a force
and population largely hostile to them, just as the United
States did in Vietnam. The war was fought by an enemy
who usually refused to stand and fight in the accepted man-
ner, preferring instead guerrilla tactics. Moreover, the Brit-
ish had to fight two wars, one against the revolutionary
militia guerrillas who attacked from ambush and who sup-
pressed loyalist support (leading one British commander to
refer to the activity as “the dirty little war of terror and
murder”’) and the other against Washington’s regular army.
The parallels with the Vietcong and the North Vietnamese
army are striking. Finally, public opinion turned against
the British cause at home as success eluded them, just as
American support waned for the struggle in Vietnam. The
British problem in America was the American problem in
Vietnam. That the outcome for Britain in the Revolution
and for the United States in Southeast Asia should have
been the same is less than surprising. That the parallel was
not seen nor the analogy drawn is tragic.
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Issues and Events

Like most momentous political events, the underlying
issues that led to the first great modern revolution built up
over a period of time. At heart the underlying issues were
relatively moderate by comparison to a contemporary
world that thinks in terms of the Iranian revolution of Ay-
atollah Khomeini or the Nigerian-Biafran bloodbath of the
1960s. Many historians view the American Revolution as
an essentially conservative revolt.

The most pervasive issue was the relationship between
the Crown in London and the citizens of the colonies. The
heart of the matter was the standing of the colonials: vir-
tually all Americans of the 1760s and early 1770s consid-
ered themselves loyal British subjects. (With the exception
of inhabitants of enclaves like formerly Dutch New York
and settlements of persecuted religious groups from the Eu-
ropean continent, most Americans were of British stock.)
Because they viewed themselves as coequal British subjects,
they believed they should have the same political rights as
other English citizens. The core of their grievance was not
that most wanted to be treated distinctly as Americans nor
that they desired autonomy; rather, most aggrieved Amer-
icans (and by no means did all Americans feel aggrieved)
simply wanted to be treated more like any other Britisher.

The matter boiled down to a disagreement over rights
versus obligations. From the colonial viewpoint, the basic
issue was the political rights adhering to them as British
subjects from which obligations logically flowed. Most
Americans did not so much mind obligations in the form
of taxes and the like so long as they went hand-in-hand with
the full rights of English citizenry. It was the imposition of
duties without parallel rights that troubled them.

The Crown disagreed. From the royal viewpoint, the sub-
jects of the colonies were, after all, colonial subjects, and
the primary role and purposes of colonial subjects were to
support the Crown. The fact that these particular colonials
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were of British descent might make one more sympathetic
with them than with subjects one had conquered, but the
fact did not alter the basic relationship between colony and
mother country. Colonies had, in a word, obligations, not
rights.

Constructed this way, the whole matter has the abstract
quality of a debate over political philosophy, and through
a good bit of colonial history the matter remained at that
level. Political rights might have symbolic importance but
were not basic as long as the mother country was in essence
leaving the colonies alone, thus failing to impose obligations
and granting rights indirectly. The debate became concrete
and lively when the Crown began to impose obligations on
colonial subjects without granting matching rights. The pre-
cipitating event was the French and Indian War and the
debts that Great Britain ran up prosecuting it. The lightning
rods after 1763 became the dual and interrelated issues of
taxation of colonials and the permanent stationing of Brit-
ish troops on colonial soil.

Fairness dictates that one look at the issues from both
sides. The Crown’s position was straightforward. The Brit-
ish Crown had contributed heavily both in terms of man-
power and treasure to defending the colonies during the
French and Indian War (as well, of course, as kicking the
French out of Canada and adding Canada to the British
Empire). Moreover, after the war Great Britain was forced
to maintain a garrison of about 6,000 troops along the fron-
tier to protect against the Indians (who were often French-
inspired). All of that cost money and someone had to pay
the bills. From the royal vantage point, it seemed entirely
logical that those who were benefiting (the citizens of the
colonies) should help pick up the tab.

In the Crown’s view there were two ways that the colon-
ials could contribute. The first, and most generally vexing
to the colonials, was through taxation. Originally, most of
the tax revenues were to be generated through import and
export taxes (the taxes on tea and sugar), but other forms
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of taxation like the stamp tax were also included. Second,
since the colonies were British colonies, it seemed entirely
reasonable to the Crown that the home islands should have
a special trading relationship with the colonies from which
British private enterprise, and ultimately governmental cof-
fers, would be beneficiaries. The result was restrictions on
whom and with what the colonies could trade. The restric-
tions excluded colonial trade in some items with anyone
but Britain (rum was an example), gave preferential access
and treatment for goods produced in the colonies to the
British, and required that a great deal of commerce be
shipped on British ships.

Those colonial subjects who would ultimately lead the
Revolution disagreed with this logic and the consequences
it produced. The colonials neither appreciated the idea of
permanent garrisons of British troops on their soil, nor the
idea of being taxed without their explicit consent. Ob-
viously, the two issues were related since the costs of main-
taining the troops both created the perceived need and
rationalization for taxation. Despite this linkage one can
separate the two for analytical purposes.

The problem with having British troops on American soil
in peacetime was twofold. First, it was an imposition that
British subjects on the home islands would themselves not
have tolerated, and hence was a reminder that the Crown
did not consider the colonials as equals. Second, part of the
Anglo-Saxon tradition is a deep and abiding suspicion of
standing armed forces in peacetime, because British history
had taught that such forces could be used for political
repression. The Glorious Revolution of the seventeenth
century had had as one of its major outcomes a specific
banning of standing armies during times of peace. Despite
the threat of Indian attacks, most colonials chafed at the
idea of having these troops around. There was a suspicion
that potential political repression was the real reason that
the troops were there. The colonial militia, after all, was
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capable of defending against the Indians, so why were the
Redcoats there? To many the question was rhetorical.

The second issue was the imposition of the various sets
of taxes upon the colonials to help defray the costs asso-
ciated with defense of the frontier. The colonials were un-
favorably disposed to taxation in any form and for any
reason, partially because they were unused to the idea and
partly because it hit them in the pocketbook. The taxes
added to the cost of goods, and restrictions on trade forced
them to buy from British suppliers, generally at a higher
price than they could obtain elsewhere. More specifically,
however, they objected to the imposition of those taxes in
an arbitrary manner without being consulted. Taxation, the
imposition of burden, became the lightning rod that enliv-
ened the debate about rights and obligations, and the ral-
lying cry became “‘no taxation without representation.”

As causes that would eventuate in revolution, these issues
were relatively mild. The colonists were not crying “‘off with
their heads,” as the truly radical French revolutionaries
would do more than a decade later. Rather, the heart of
the matter was the request to be treated as British citizens.
Had there been even nominal direct colonial representation
in London (possibly even nonvoting observers in the Par-
liament) and had British troops not been called in from the
frontier, there likely would not have been a revolution of
any consequence.

It should be added that the disgruntlement of Americans
with the Crown’s acts was largely regional and that it af-
fected different groups within the society differently. Ob-
jections were strongest in New England because that region
was the most strongly affected. Most of the British soldiers
on the continent were stationed in New England, and the
merchant class most disadvantaged by the trade restrictions
was largely based in that region, especially around Boston.
As one moved farther south through the middle Atlantic
and southern colonies, there was considerably less British
military presence and a smaller trading class as well. Al-
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though the British restrictions were generally disadvanta-
geous to colonies, they were more onerous to some than
others, and some sectors, such as the indigo plantations in
South Carolina, actually benefited from the Intolerable
Acts. These differentiations in grievance would affect the
general appeal of the Revolution regionally, as well as help-
ing to dictate the strategies of the combatants once the
Revolution entered its military phase.

Thus the underlying causes of the Revolution were less
than what we would now think of as radical, and the prox-
imate events that led to the first shots at Lexington and
Concord were gradual and more nearly accidental than
carefully preplanned. The situation basically accumulated
until a comparatively minor event triggered “the shot heard
’round the world.” The evolution of each underlying cause
reflects this gradual nature of the accumulation of events.

The various tax measures imposed on the colonies in-
cluded the Sugar Act of 1764, the Stamp Act of 1765, and
a new Tea Act in 1772. The taxes were levied sequentially
and became a gradually irritating factor. The reason that
new taxes had to be added was that each tax, which was
supposed to meet British revenue needs, failed to produce
the amount anticipated. The reason for the shortfalls was
colonial resistance to paying the taxes.

The inefficiency of tax collection created, in the minds
of the British monarchy, the need for more effective means
for royal tax collection. The instruments selected were the
very British forces the taxes were supposed to underwrite,
and gradually those forces (who, it will be remembered,
were there to protect the frontiers against the Indians) were
moved from the frontier to the urban areas. Their presence,
previously realized but unseen, became visible, particularly
when troop contingents were moved into the urban areas,
notably Boston. Matters were made even worse when the
Quartering Act of June 1765 required that citizens open
their homes to these troops. Now the Redcoats were not
only in town, they were in private homes, and the cry
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against “quartering” of soldiers was heard across New
England.

Tensions gradually increased and there were instances of
hostility on both sides. As early as the winter of 1770, a
group of Boston youths pelted a contingent of British troops
with rock-filled snowballs. The Redcoats panicked and fired
into the crowd, and the result was the famous Boston Mas-
sacre. In 1773 a group of the Sons of Liberty, disguised as
Indians, sneaked aboard a British merchant ship in Boston
Harbor and dumped its cargo in defiance of the Tea Act
(the Boston Tea Party).

As acts of hostility and sedition increased and relations
between colonial authorities and the citizenry became more
strained, the Crown and its representatives became increas-
ingly more concerned about the possibility of open rebel-
lion. As these thoughts emerged, the size of the colonial
militia, the only organized armed forces that could oppose
the Crown, increased as well. Although the fighting capa-
bilities of the militias were suspect, they did have consid-
erable stores of arms in their armories without which armed
resistance would be impossible. Disarming the militias be-
came an appealing way to nip a potentially nasty problem
in the bud.

It was this motivation that caused the British governor
of Massachusetts to order British troops to march out of
Boston to seize arms caches at Lexington and Concord. As
word spread (carried by people like Paul Revere in his fa-
mous ride) of what the British were up to, militia units
began to form along the road as the British column marched
toward its destination. Tempers flared, names were called,
and someone (no one knows on which side) fired the shots
that signaled the beginning of the American Revolution. In
the fighting that ensued, the British retreated into Boston,
and the militia units, almost instinctively, followed them
and took up posts at Bunker (Breed’s) Hill on the Charles-
town Neck, overlooking Boston. The British counterat-
tacked at what is usually called the Battle of Bunker Hill,
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and the militia (which was gradually reinforced by units
from adjacent areas) retreated and began the siege of Bos-
ton. The Revolution was joined, with very few having any
real idea of what would follow.

Political Objective

Largely because of the semiaccidental way in which it
began, the American Revolution belies the neat depiction
of a clear political objective defining the reasons for the
outbreak of war and then determining how the war will be
fought. Rather, the Revolution began without a clear notion
of a political objective shared by the majority who initiated
it, and nearly a year of violence occurred before the larger
purpose for which the Revolution was fought emerged.

At the time of the skirmishes at Lexington and Concord
and the subsequent siege of Boston, the idea of political
independence was not a widely shared vision. Indeed, even
after the siege was laid, the Continental Congress was un-
willing to make independence the goal of the colonies.
Rather, in August 1775, four months after the initial battles,
the Congress instead sent the so-called Olive Branch peti-
tion to King George III asking him to intervene in the
colonials’ behalf to protect them from the “tyrannies” (rep-
resented by the Intolerable Acts) of the Parliament. The
Crown, however, rejected this offer of conciliation, instead
declaring the colonies to be in a rebellion that would be
put down. It is at least arguable that had the king responded
favorably to the Continental Congress’s request, the Rev-
olution would have either died or become a small, isolated
movement.

The military situation forced a defining of political pur-
pose, rather than the other way around. The key event was
the evacuation of British forces from Boston on 17 March
1776 to Halifax, New Brunswick. When the British garrison
left Boston, there remained no British military presence in
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the colonies. De facto political independence had been
achieved, and it was then a matter of declaring formally
that independence was the goal of the revolution.

Even with independence militarily asserted, translating
that circumstance into a formal political purpose was no
easy task. Three months elapsed between the evacuation of
Boston and the formal promulgation of the Declaration of
Independence on 4 July 1776. At that, the Declaration, as
an ideological statement, was a comparatively mild docu-
ment that had as its basic features statements of grievance
directed at violations of rights by the king and the assertion
of largely commercial, mercantile rights. Once again, had
the British monarchy embraced those principles and agreed
that the colonials were entitled to them, it is questionable
whether broad-based support for the objective would have
been forthcoming.

Once political independence had been asserted as the goal
and that purpose had been rejected by the Crown, the issue
was joined and was central to the objectives for both sides
in the following seven years before a peace treaty was
signed. Political independence within a context of a free
and, by the standards of the time, democratic polity became
the objective of the revolutionary cause, reintroducing po-
litical ideology into warfare for the first time in over a
century and setting the precedent for ideologically based
warfare ever since. The objective was not embraced by all
or even a majority of Americans. The Declaration did, how-
ever, galvanize enough support to recruit an army and to
sustain the military effort to its conclusion.

The major feature of the Declaration of Independence as
a political objective was that it placed an absolute purpose
on hostilities. The issue of independence was indivisible:
it is impossible to be partially independent. With the issue
so defined, compromise was unlikely; the rebellion either
had to succeed or be crushed. There were no alternatives.

The British objective, of course, was the obverse of the
American purpose. Initially, the Crown viewed the purpose
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as a discrete matter of quelling a rebellion and reasserting
British authority in the colonies. This objective did not
meet with great popular or parliamentary support, as there
were sizable numbers of Britons who felt that the colonials’
demands were either reasonable or at least not worth fight-
ing over. Given this lack of enthusiasm, the Crown even-
tually evolved its own version of the “domino theory” by
asserting that resistance to rebellion was a matter of pre-
cedent. If the Crown did not forcefully react to sedition in
the American colonies, other parts of the empire would try
the same thing.

Military Objectives and Strategy

In the simplest terms, the fundamental British objective
during the American Revolution was to regain sovereignty
over the American colonies. Again, in the broadest terms,
the British military objective was to provide the circum-
stances in which that sovereignty could be reclaimed. The
problem was how to do this.

By July 1776 British authority had been effectively re-
moved from the rebellious colonies, although Canada re-
mained firmly under British control. Looking at the
situation at hand, the British saw the colonies as divided
over the issue of independence and believed (rightly) that
strong loyalist sentiment remained. They saw a rebel mil-
itary force comprised of ragtag militia, officered by a group
of men with limited-military experience and training. They
viewed the colonies as a long, thin, disconnected string of
outposts clinging to the edge of a great wilderness and, as
such, vulnerable at innumerable points to dominant British
sea power. The British also realized they could not occupy
all of the colonies. Britain’s traditionally small land army
was not designed for such a task, especially considering that
the American colonies were not Britain’s only responsibil-
ity—or even her most important colonial possession.
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What options did the British have? Three options pre-
sented themselves, to be used individually or in combi-
nation. The first was to destroy the rebel military force,
which would eliminate the instrument of the rebellion—
the means of military resistance. The second option was to
occupy the decisive places that were the bases of the re-
bellion and thus to choke the rebellion to death. The third
was to win over the “‘hearts and minds” of the uncommitted
colonists who, combined with the Tory loyalists, would
themselves put an end to the revolt. Any resemblance to
American military objectives nearly 200 years later in Viet-
nam is less than coincidental.

The British results were also less than coincidental. Gen
William Howe, leading the first British counterthrust at
New York, attempted to combine all three possibilities. He
desired to defeat Washington’s small army while attempting
to negotiate, since he was empowered to make concessions
to the rebels. At the same time he would seize New York,
which the British assumed to be a vital center, and was
prepared to launch a two-pronged campaign to separate
New England from the rest of the colonies. Unfortunately
for Howe, he quickly discovered that Washington would
not stand and fight a decisive battle. Rather, Washington
fought and then retreated to preserve his army to fight an-
other day. Howe also found the American rebels totally
unwilling to negotiate; and although New York made an
excellent base of operations, it was anything but a vital
center in the European tradition.

This pattern was to repeat itself throughout the war. Reb-
els would not negotiate, Tory sympathizers were kept in
check by revolutionary militias, British victories came often
but were indecisive, and there were no vital centers to
capture. ’

American military objectives were much more complex.
As Dave R. Palmer pointed out in his brilliant exposition
on the subject, American military objectives were time de-
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pendent* The Revolution was actually in four phases, each
with its own military objectives. Phase one, lasting from
the battles at Lexington and Concord in April 1775 until
July 1776, was the Revolution itself. The military objective
was quite simple—throw the British out. Even if the long-
term political objective was some sort of political settlement
with the British retaining sovereignty, the rebels could not
negotiate with the British in control or occupying a threat-
ening position. The rebels could only negotiate from a po-
sition of strength. Such an objective dictated an offensive
military strategy. Thus came the capture of Fort Ticonder-
oga (with its cannons), the siege of Boston, and the invasion
of Canada in hopes of sparking an uprising by French
Canadians.

The invasion of Canada was a failure, but by the summer
of 1776 the Revolution was complete. The British had been
thrown out of the 13 rebellious colonies. Now the rebels
were almost prisoners of their own success. The revolt had
been so successful and so complete that some sort of pre-
cipitous political action was a foregone conclusion. Thus
came the decision by the Continental Congress for complete
political independence.

The Declaration of Independence marked the beginning
of phase two of the war and a new military objective. The
rebel army now had to defend its newly won independence
against the invasion by the British that was sure to come.
With independence declared but not yet won, the Ameri-
cans suddenly had everything to lose. It was clear at this
point that Washington could not defeat a determined
professional British army in a decisive battle. Thus Wash-
ington had two objectives. The first, and more important,
was to prevent a decisive defeat. As long as he could pre-
serve his army and keep it in the field, the Revolution

*Lt Col (later Lt Gen) Dave R. Palmer, “American Strategy Reconsidered,” Military
History of the American Revolution, ed. S. J. Underdal (Washington, D.C.: Government

Printing Office, 1976). The remainder of this section on strategy is based on Palmer’s
thesis.
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probably could remain alive. The second objective was to
make the British pay a high price for their invasion of the
newly independent colonies. He must wage a war of attri-
tion, hoping to wear the British down, hoping they would
tire, and hoping the cost of imperialism would become too
high. Then, too, there was always the hope that Britain’s
enemies would come to the aid of the struggling rebels.

Phase three began in February 1778 with the signing of
a treaty between the rebels and the French. With the French
as allies more troops and arms became available. More im-
portant, the French navy challenged British control of the
American coast. The British navy no longer had a free hand
in moving troops from one point to another. Washington
could afford to take more risks. With new troops and new-
found sea power he might, with luck, actually inflict a de-
cisive defeat upon the British. Clearly, phase three called
for an offensive strategy just as the circumstances of phase
two had dictated a defensive strategy. The siege and sur-
render of Yorktown ended phase three with the decisive
victory Washington sought.

Phase four lasted from the victory at Yorktown until the
signing of the peace treaty recognizing American inde-
pendence. Although the focus of the war shifted away from
the colonies to a wider theater, Washington had to concen-
trate on a better state of peace. His objective was to keep
his victorious army intact despite great pressures to disband
the force. The Americans had everything to lose once again.
Washington was successful and the favorable terms of the
peace treaty were due in no small part to the fact that the
Continental Army was still in being and was still a force of
significant ability.

The success of the American Revolution was in large part
due to Washington’s accurate reading of the proper military
objective at the proper time. Reckless offensive action dur-
ing phase two would surely have led to decisive defeat and
the probable collapse of the rebellion. Lack of aggressive-
ness in phase three might have left the British with a threat-
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ening position to exploit at their leisure. Disbanding the
army to conform to the popular will in phase four might
have had disastrous consequences for the treaty negotia-
tions in Paris.

Political Considerations

Throughout the Revolution purely political concerns
helped to influence what happened on the battlefield. At
the level of domestic politics within the colonies, there was
a continual contest to nurture and sustain public support
for the rebellion, and the war effort was hampered by the
lack of formal legitimacy of the Continental Congress until
the Articles of Confederation were ratified in 1781. Inter-
nationally, the need for outside support for the Revolution
was a pressing concern until the alliance with France was
completed in 1778, and significant effort was always di-
rected at the prospect of turning British public and parlia-
mentary opinion against the war.

As the first ideologically motivated war of the modern
era, the American Revolution had to win the hearts and
minds of the American people if it were to succeed. As
stated earlier, the cause was not universally embraced. A
sizable portion of the population remained loyal to the
Crown (the Tories), and many of these people emigrated to
Canada and elsewhere after independence was achieved. At
the same time, a large portion of the population was in-
different to the whole affair, especially in the South (before
the war moved to the southern theater) and on the frontier.

Public support was absolutely necessary in raising and
sustaining the army that stood as the principal obstacle to
British reassertion of political control. As a practical matter,
this created two problems for the revolutionary cause: The
Revolution had to appear to have a reasonable prospect of
success and Tory sentiment had to be suppressed. The con-
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duct of hostilities can be understood only with these con-
siderations in mind.

First, Washington faced the not inconsiderable task of
projecting revolutionary forces as a winner. The problem
was greatest when British forces arrived in 1776 and the
Continental Army was routed in the battles around New
York. It has been argued that had General Howe pursued
and destroyed what was left of that army—about 2,500
effectives at the low point—the British could have crushed
the organized rebellion. Howe did not, apparently believing
that the Continental Army would dissolve on its own and
that he could mop up what was left of the rebellion in the
spring. Faced with the real prospect that the army would
simply vanish, Washington was motivated to attack the iso-
lated garrisons at Trenton and Princeton, not because of
their military significance but to show the American people
that he could in fact win.

These same kinds of symbolic concerns forced Washing-
ton to engage in two battles that he could not win. As noted,
Washington opposed the British occupation of New York
and was soundly defeated (at least partially because he over-
estimated the fighting abilities of his troops, based on their
successes around Boston). The reason for the engagement,
simply put, was to show that the army was of consequence:
if it would not defend the nation’s major port city, what
good was 1t? For the same reason, Washington positioned
his army in front of the British force moving to occupy the
colonial capital of Philadelphia in 1777, and the army only
narrowly avoided envelopment and destruction at Bran-
dywine Creek. The defense of Philadelphia was not of great
military importance, but defending the seat of the Conti-
nental Congress was of great symbolic importance. In both
cases, the destruction of the Continental Army, the vital
force of the Revolution, nearly occurred, but political rather
than military considerations forced the risk.

The second problem, the job of suppressing Tory support,
fell to the revolutionary militias. These militias were irreg-
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ular, locally based forces who occasionally engaged in direct
combat with the British (as at Saratoga), but who served
the additional purposes of maintaining revolutionary con-
trol of areas not occupied by the British and of providing
a recruitment base for Washington’s army.

The methods of the militias in these additional roles were
those of classical guerrilla fighters. When they fought, they
surprised their adversaries, engaged in hit-and-run engage-
ments, and then faded away (techniques which, at the time,
were considered cowardly in the European military tradi-
tion). To suppress Tory sentiment in local communities,
they harassed and intimidated the loyalists, including burn-
ing their property.

The other domestic political problem was the status of
the Continental Congress which, until the Articles of Con-
federation were ratified in 1781, had a dubious legal status.
Although the body convened regularly and made policy af-
fecting the operation of the war, it was little more than an
advisory committee since it was empowered by no legal
constitutional act. Rather, its members were representatives
of the various state legislatures, and any and all authority
the Congress had arose from those legislatures agreeing to
carry out congressional policies.

At least part of the reason the Continental Congress was
given no authority was the colonial distrust of strong central
government. Many in colonial legislatures feared that en-
dowing the Congress with independent and superior au-
thority would result in the same kind of tyranny against
which they were revolting. Even when the Articles of Con-
federation came into force, the powers of Congress derived
strictly from the state legislatures (members of Congress
were representatives of the legislatures and received their
instructions from those bodies), and the powers to imple-
ment policy (for example, imposing taxes) came from the
state governments and not the central government.

This kind of institutional arrangement, which would later
plague the Davis administration during the American Civil
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War, greatly impeded the war effort. The Continental Con-
gress did not have the authority to conscript or otherwise
raise troops; rather, the Congress established quotas for
each colony, which the legislatures were free to meet or not.
The degree of compliance is indicated by the fact that the
Congress “authorized” an army of 76,000 but the fighting
strength of the Continental Army never exceeded 20,000
and was generally smaller than that. Provision of such basic
supplies as food, clothing, and weaponry was a perpetual
problem since the Congress could not levy taxes to pay for
these items, having instead to rely on the largesse of the
colonies. A great deal of Washington’s time was spent trying
to cajole the Congress to support him more adequately, but
a combination of congressional impotence and suspicion of
the army itself (the fear it might be used to suppress the
Congress) meant there were continuing problems.

There were international political concerns as well. The
greatest concern was securing foreign support to counter
obvious British advantages in military equipment (the col-
onies had no organized armaments industry), in control of
the oceans, and in military manpower.

There were several candidates for the assistance role. The
most obvious was France, seething over her defeat in the
Seven Years’ War, which had removed all French colonies
from North America. Less likely candidates were Spain,
which could always be relied on to oppose Britain’s design
in the new world, and such commercial rivals as the Dutch
Republic and Russia. All four countries, directly or indi-
rectly, contributed to the establishment of American
independence.

None of them did so, however, out of any sense of affinity
with the American cause. The Spanish, who refused
throughout the war to receive American emissaries, hoped
the colonials would eventually lose the struggle because they
feared an independent North American state would cast a
possessive eye on Spanish holdings in North America. The
Dutch cast their lot with the League of Armed Neutrality
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in retribution for the British seizure of the islands of Saint
Eustatius and Saint Martin in the Caribbean, which had
been transfer points for Dutch military contraband being
shipped to the colonials. The common thread in foreign
motivation was, in a word, revenge against Great Britain.
For these countries creation of an independent United
States was at most a by-product of European power politics
and not necessarily a desirable outcome at that.

The problem for the colonials was that no foreign power
was about to come to the aid of the Americans unless it
could be made to believe that the colonials had a chance
of winning. The French were particularly interested in help-
ing, but supporting a losing cause would not produce the
desired retribution. The problem was made more difficult
by the early lack of success of the Continental Army. Fol-
lowing the successful siege at Boston, the army had suffered
a string of defeats during 1776 and 1777 that came close
to breaking the back of the rebellion and its minor military
successes at Trenton and Princeton did not compensate for
them.

The victory that tipped the scales was Saratoga, where
Gen Sir John “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne surrendered
his army to Gen Horatio Gates. In a matter of months a
formal alliance was signed between the colonies and France.
With that agreement more adequate supplies of war ma-
teriel became available to the revolutionary cause, the
French navy became available, at least part of the time, to
menace and harass the Royal Navy, and, in time, French
forces would fight alongside the Continentals. French as-
sistance was particularly crucial at the final colonial mili-
tary victory of the war, the Siege of Yorktown, where almost
equal numbers of Continentals and French marines formed
the siege lines and the French Caribbean fleet blockaded
the coast.

The other, and ultimately pivotal, international concern
was the battle for British public opinion. The Americans
knew from the beginning that there was considerable op-
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position to the war, led by William Pitt the Elder, Edmund
Burke, and others. Realizing he lacked the military muscle
to defeat a determined British army, Washington chose a
strategy of attrition aimed at increasing British war-wea-
riness (the fact that Britain had been involved in a series
of expensive wars in the years preceding the Revolution
contributed to war opposition). If the war dragged on long
enough in an inconclusive way, British opinion might be-
come a factor that would lead to independence. It was a
matter of hanging on long enough to exceed Britain’s “cost-
tolerance,” and, aided by the stunning victory at Yorktown,
the strategy worked in the end.

Military Technology and Technique

The character of battle in the late eighteenth century was
largely determined by the basic infantry weapon available
at the time. The standard weapon was a large smoothbore
musket that was difficult to load and had a short range.
The British infantry weapon, nicknamed the Brown Bess,
was typical of the muskets of the various European armies.
Brown Bess was over five feet in length, weighed 12 pounds,
and had a 3/4-inch diameter muzzle. Although 250 yards
was its maximum range, it was extremely inaccurate.
Against man-sized targets, 50 yards was considered the
maximum effective range, and its rate of fire was about two
rounds per minute.

A key to success on the battlefield was to increase fire-
power, but how does one increase firepower using such
weapons? The standard solution was to put more muskets
on the battlefield and pack the troops tightly together. This
practice, however, led to additional difficulties. The muzzle
blast from the large caliber weapons could easily rupture
eardrums unless troops were placed in proper formation.
The answer was rigid linear formations with the men placed
shoulder to shoulder in long lines, generally three ranks
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deep. After one rank fired, a second stepped forward (or
the first rank retired to the rear) and fired while the first
rank began to reload. After the second rank fired, the third
took its place and fired. If all went well, the first rank would
have reloaded its muskets and be ready to fire when the
third rank had discharged its weapons. To increase the
shock effect of the weapons, each line would fire in volleys
on the command of its officers. The effect was a curtain of
lead, smoke, and noise, certain to terrify all but the most
highly disciplined soldiers.

As frightening as such massed volley fire was, the real
terror may have been in waiting for the enemy to come
within range. When attacking, a linear formation had to
march with great precision to maintain its rigid alignment.
(Prussian officers were known to stop their troops in order
to realign them.) Slowly the distance to the enemy, also
drawn up in a packed linear formation, closed. Finally,
when the two sides were very close, one side or the other
fired a volley that would shatter the other’s line. The volley
was quickly followed by a bayonet charge, which most gen-
erals believed would actually decide the battle.

Such rigid tactics, terrifying even to think about, required
enormous discipline. Many European generals followed the
maxim of Frederick the Great, who observed that soldiers
had to fear their own officers even more than the enemy;
otherwise, the ordinary soldier would break in battle very
quickly. Training for such rigid tactics was long and in-
volved. If more than one volley was to be fired, reloading
had to be mastered and conducted in unison. Troops had
to march with exacting cadence and pace to keep their for-
mation properly aligned.

Both linear techniques and the available technology made
eighteenth-century warfare leisurely by modern standards.
It took considerable time for commanders to arrange their
formations for battle, and, in effect, both opponents had

60



AMERICAN REVOLUTION

to agree tacitly to give battle before a battle could com-
mence. Because the flintlock weapons of the era were ex-
tremely unreliable when wet, few battles were fought in
winter when rain and snow were common. The general
result was limited warfare at a leisurely pace, but warfare
that was deadly once joined.

The British brought to their American colonies a profes-
sional army with a heavy concentration of mercenaries
hired from other countries, a common practice in the eigh-
teenth century. They were skilled in the exactions of linear
warfare and ready to do battle with the best European arm-
ies. Doing battle with the Americans, however, led to pe-
culiar problems for which their training provided few
answers.

The Americans had the same basic weaponry as the Brit-
ish, except that they lacked artillery in the early stages of
the war. Sufficient artillery was quickly captured and later
supplied by overseas allies. At the beginning of hostilities
the Americans also did not have a well-trained force, profes-
sional or otherwise. To defend the colonies, the British had
relied on a small contingent of regular army troops sup-
plemented by militias raised and trained by each colony.
The quality of these militia units varied widely; for ex-
ample, the Massachusetts militia required only four days
of drill per year, hardly enough to engage a well-trained
enemy in linear warfare.

The American solution to these disadvantages was three-
fold. First, Washington built a small professional army that,
by the end of the war, could acquit itself favorably. Help
from various European professional soldiers who fought
with the Americans was invaluable in this effort.

Second, because the Continental Army was never large
enough to be a decisive force by itself, relatively untrained
militia were used either as skirmishers or to expand the
Continental “line.” As skirmishers the militia could harass
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the British line and inflict considerable casualties while pre-
senting fleeting targets inappropriate for massed British vol-
ley fire. When used to expand the Continental line,
untrained militia units often broke, but they could initially
increase the firepower available.

Third, militia were used effectively on the defense by
“going to ground” behind strong breastworks. This tech-
nique was demonstrated at Breed’s Hill, where muilitia units
behind strong breastworks inflicted grievous casualties on
British regulars advancing in linear formation. In the best
European tradition, the Americans held their fire ‘“until
they could see the whites of their eyes,” which meant the
British were within effective range. Meanwhile the British
were frustrated because the Americans were hiding in rel-
ative safety from British volley fire instead of standing up
and fighting. The technique of going to ground would not
be limited to militia armies in the future; as weapons be-
came even more deadly, an infantryman’s best method of
survival was to take cover, whether he was a professional
or an amateur.

Some analysts have argued that the Americans actually
had a technological advantage because some of the rebels
used rifles that had much longer range and far more ac-
curacy than British smoothbore muskets. This, however, is
a misconception. Relatively few rifled weapons were used,
and certainly not enough were employed to make a decisive
difference. Although rifles had advantages in range and ac-
curacy, they also had two telling disadvantages. First, they
had a much slower rate of fire because they were much
more difficult to load. Second, rifled weapons were not
equipped with a bayonet. This lack led to a disaster at the
battle of Brooklyn Heights where American riflemen were
bayoneted by charging British troops before they could get
their weapons reloaded. Even Daniel Morgan (whose troops
used rifled weapons) admitted that the rifle was effective
only when supported by muskets with bayonets.
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Military Conduct

As has been pointed out, the decisive revolutionary act
occurred almost by accident. The spark that set the tinder
aflame was a British expedition from Boston to seize militia
arms stored at Concord. Aroused local militiamen met the
British troops on Lexington Green where someone fired the
“shot heard ’round the world.”” Neither the gunfire at Lex-
ington nor the running battle with the British forces during
their return to Boston was the decisive revolutionary act,
however. For years many of the colonists had resisted Brit-
ish policies and attempts to enforce those policies. The real
revolutionary act came when the irate Americans sealed the
British in Boston and put the city under siege. The shots
fired at Lexington, Concord, and en route to Boston could
be considered the acts of overwrought subjects. The “army”
surrounding Boston was a clear challenge to the authority
of the Crown—the makings of a true revolution.

Army is a charitable term. The besiegers were a motley
group of militia; ill-trained, poorly led, ill-disciplined, and
with no real legal standing. But events quickly transpired
to begin the process of turning this group into what would
eventually become an effective fighting force. On 14 June
1775 the Continental Congress moved to take advantage
of the situation by “adopting” the force surrounding Boston
and appointing George Washington, a Virginian with some
military experience, as the army’s commander. Meanwhile
another rebel group captured the small British garrison at
Fort Ticonderoga (along the river-lakes route to Canada).
The booty from this victory included artillery pieces which,
when hauled to Boston, would eventually convince the Brit-
ish to evacuate.

There was little real fighting during the siege. The only
serious confrontation took place on Breed’s Hill. The Brit-
ish sought to oust the Americans from the hill because from
that position the Americans could bring the British forces
under direct artillery fire. Anticipating a British counter-
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move, American forces built a considerable redoubt on the
hill where they hid waiting for the approach of the scarlet-
clad British. After an unsuccessful attempt to turn the
American flank, the British launched a frontal assault on
the redoubt in the finest tradition of eighteenth-century
warfare. The Americans waited in relative safety behind
their breastworks. American volley fire took a terrible toll,
but the British tried three times to break the American line.
The Americans were finally forced to withdraw when their
ammunition ran low. When the smoke cleared, the British
held the field but had suffered a staggering 40-percent cas-
ualty rate.

Meanwhile the Americans launched a two-pronged attack
toward Canada in an attempt to eliminate Canada as a base
for British operations. The rebel leaders hoped the ap-
pearance of an American army would spark an uprising of
French Canadians against their British overlords. One
prong of the attack proceeded up the river-lakes route in
good order and defeated the small British garrison at Mon-
treal. The second column was to proceed to Maine and up
the Kennebec and Chaudiére rivers, then down the Saint
Lawrence to Quebec. Unfortunately, poor planning caused
by faulty intelligence doomed the expedition. Travel took
twice as long as expected, only 30 percent of those who set
out from New England actually arrived at Quebec, and
those who did arrive were in deplorable physical condition.
Somehow the Americans mustered an assault on the city
but were repulsed. The remnants of this pitiful force re-
mained before the city throughout the winter of 1775-76.
Their hopes of sparking a revolt were dashed, however, as
the French Canadians were uninterested in the entire affair.

Washington was having much greater success before Bos-
ton. In the spring of 1776, he was able to mount the heavy
artillery pieces seized at Ticonderoga on Dorchester
Heights and directly threaten the city and its British gar-
rison. Sir William Howe, the British commander, saw dis-
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cretion as the better part of valor, evacuated the city, and
retired to Halifax to regroup and refit.

To this point the almost accidental rebellion had been a
surprising success. The rebels had won a series of offensive
victories. Even their setback in Canada had been on an
ambitious offensive expedition. The militia had defeated
the Redcoats; the British troops had been thrown out of
the rebellious colonies along with' the authority of the
Crown. The first phase of the Revolutionary War was over.
Now would come phase two of the Revolution. Indepen-
dence had been declared and the rebels would have to de-
fend their gains against an opponent who would no longer
be caught unaware and unprepared.

During the first phase the advantage had been with the
rebels. Only one sizable contingent of British soldiers was
in the colonies (at Boston). In spite of the makeshift nature
of the American army, it outnumbered the Redcoats and
was nearly as well armed. Now, however, Washington faced
a fundamentally different situation. He had to defend a long
coastline that was highly vulnerable to attack along its entire
length. Washington’s victorious militia suddenly looked to-
tally inadequate for the job. British sea power could trans-
port troops to any of a hundred invasion points. Even with
prior knowledge of a British landing point, ships could
probably reach that point faster than could Washington’s
troops marching overland.

Clearly, the 1nitiative had passed to the British and they
seemed to have all of the advantages, but the British also
faced many disadvantages. First, they would be fighting at
the end of a very long line of communication, supply, and
reinforcement. Second, political sentiment at home was
anything but united; the American colonists had many sym-
pathizers in the home islands. Third, fighting such a war
would be an expensive proposition, one not easily sup-
ported. Finally, the American colonies were but one colon-
1al responsibility of the British. The Union Jack flew around
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the world and with it went responsibilities for support and
protection.

Just as the British strategy had to be offensive at this
point, so did Washington’s strategy have to be defensive.
Above all he had to prevent the destruction of his fledgling
army. Decisive defeat of the Continental Army meant the
death of the Revolution, for it was the only means of re-
sistance. Washington knew he had no reasonable hope of
victory against the British army in open battle. At best he
could wage defensive battles, judiciously withdraw after in-
flicting casualties, and wait to fight again another day. With
some good fortune (and poor British tactics) Washington
might be able to fall upon isolated portions of the British
force and inflict small defeats. Washington’s objective had
to be to buy time, raise the cost of the war to the British,
and hope they would tire of the whole affair. The other
American hope was for foreign help from France, Britain’s
traditional enemy and colonial rival.

The British strategy for 1776 was complex. First, a two-
pronged attack was planned to isolate New England from
the rest of the colonies. Sir Guy Carlton was to drive the
remaining American forces from Canada, pursue them
down the river-lakes route, and then turn into New Eng-
land. Sir William Howe was to land at New York (clearly
an important target and excellent base of operations), drive
up the river-lakes route and also turn into New England.
Meanwhile Henry Clinton would lead an amphibious ex-
pedition to the southern colonies where he had been assured
that thousands of Tories would rise up and subdue the
rebels.

For the British few things went as planned. Clinton’s
effort in the south failed because of a lack of military co-
ordination. Tory uprisings failed to materialize as the rebel
militia kept those loyal to the Crown in check. In Canada
Carlton had considerable success as he chased the Ameri-
cans all the way back to Ticonderoga, but he failed to press
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his advantage after a naval victory at Valcour Island. Carl-
ton’s lethargy and the approach of cold weather put the
victorious British forces into winter quarters.

Howe’s position at New York was particularly interesting.
He came to wage peace as well as war. He was empowered
to negotiate with the rebels and offer concessions. The reb-
els, still flushed with the success of their revolution, were
in no mood for serious negotiations. Howe was left no
choice but to wage war. To do this he. brought 32,000 profes-
sional troops and a considerable naval armada to New
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York. Washington was able to assemble about 20,000 men,
most of them ill-trained.

New York would have been difficult to defend in any
case, but the task was nearly impossible since the enemy
possessed control of the waterways that surrounded and
divided the city. Washington was determined to offer a
significant defense for political and moral reasons, if no
other. If the Continental Army would not defend such an
important place, what would it defend? What good 1s an
army that defends nothing? These questions would plague
Americans if Washington let New York fall without a strug-
gle. Refusal to try to defend such an important target could
be as dangerous to the Revolution as a decisive military
defeat. Thus Washington had to offer resistance and then
retreat to fight another day.

New York was lost, but not without a series of bloody
battles. At Brooklyn Heights, Washington barely escaped
total defeat. After additional defeats at Fort Washington
and White Plains, Washington retreated across New Jersey
as his army slowly disintegrated around him. Finally, Wash-
ington crossed into Pennsylvania as winter fell. Howe as-
sumed the campaign was over, that Washington was beaten,
and that the rebel army had disintegrated. He ordered his
deputy, Cornwallis, to post detachments across New Jersey
and then go into winter quarters. Howe would wait com-
fortably for spring. If the Americans had not sued for peace
by then, he could leisurely reestablish British sovereignty
in pleasant weather without having to worry about the de-
funct American army.

Howe’s lack of aggressiveness provided the breathing
room Washington needed. When Howe had Cornwallis post
detachments across New Jersey, he provided Washington
the opportunity to achieve the victory the Americans des-
perately needed. Had Howe pressed his advantage and
chased the remnants of Washington’s army or pressed on
to the rebel capital at Philadelphia, the American Revo-
lution might have come to a quick and inglorious end. But
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winter campaigning was no easy task in that era, particu-
larly in the primitive conditions in the colonies.

By going into winter quarters, Howe was following the
rather leisurely tradition of eighteenth-century European
warfare. He seemed unaware that this would be a very dif-
ferent kind of war. Moreover, Howe failed to realize that
the American Revolution was an ideological conflict with
its attendant passions.

From Howe’s perspective organized resistance seemed at
an end. Any disorganized or passive resistance remaining
was a job for the diplomats and politicians to resolve, with
the help of the army. This task could be left safely for spring
when the government in London would have its policy to-
ward the rebels worked out, and when the weather would
make implementation of that policy easier. Howe’s lack of
appreciation for the kind of war in which he was involved
led him to miss his best opportunity to put down the
Revolution.

Washington was in such a desperate situation that he was
forced to seize aggressively every opportunity presented. He
had been badly defeated in New York and driven in head-
long retreat across New Jersey. His army was disintegrating
around him as terms of enlistment expired or as the dis-
pirited simply quit. Enlistments lagged as few were willing
to risk their lives for a cause that appeared doomed. Wash-
ington needed a victory to boost the morale of his little
army, keep the men in camp, and boost enlistments.

Washington could now concentrate his force against one
of Cornwallis’s isolated detachments rather than facing the
bulk of the British army. The object of his attack would be
the Hessian garrison at Trenton. On Christmas night Wash-
ington took a force of more than 2,000 Continental Army
regulars across the Delaware River (the incident portrayed
in the famous painting of Washington crossing the Dela-
ware) and surprised the defenders who, after a brief fight,
surrendered. Washington then retreated back across the
river. His success so shocked the British that they withdrew
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their detachments back from the river to Princeton. Wash-
ington was then able to recross the river into New Jersey.
Cornwallis reacted by coming south from New York, gath-
ering up British forces as he proceeded toward Washing-
ton’s New Jersey encampment. On the night of 2 January
1777, Washington slipped around Cornwallis’s camp and
struck Princeton. Cornwallis turned about to advance on
Princeton and upon his approach Washington led his army
toward Morristown in the rugged New Jersey highlands.
From there Washington could easily fend off British attacks
and threaten the British line of communication to their
posts in southern New Jersey. Howe, recognizing the threat
to his posts, withdrew them to the area immediately around
New York to await spring.

In strictly military terms, the American victories at Tren-
ton and Princeton were anything but decisive. They were
hit-and-run raids, the classic method of war of a much
weaker adversary hoping for little more than to wear down
a stronger opponent. In the broader sense, however, these
two small victories were nearly as decisive as the later vic-
tories at Saratoga and Yorktown. Washington had served
notice to the British that subduing the Revolution would
be no easy task and could not be accomplished quickly.
More important, these victories served notice to the Amer-
ican people that victory was possible in spite of seemingly
insurmountable difficulties. Victory was an elixir for the
Continental Army that cured many of the ills brought on
by the defeats in New York. As both armies licked their
wounds in winter quarters, 1777 promised to be a decisive
year.

The British campaign plans for 1777 were a picture of
confusion. Howe, previously entrusted with the capture of
New York, was again about to set off to capture a city,
Philadelphia. It is unclear what Howe intended to do with
Philadelphia once it was in his hands. He may have believed
that the Tories would flock to him and that the seizure of
the capital would dispirit the revolutionaries. He may have
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believed that Washington would have to defend the capital,
presenting an opportunity to inflict a decisive defeat on the
Americans. Perhaps Howe still believed the rebel army was
of little consequence. After all, the American victories at
Trenton and Princeton were, at best, small raids of little
military consequence.

While Howe planned to seize Philadelphia, Gentleman
Johnny Burgoyne had a London-approved plan to split the
rebel colonies by moving down the river-lakes route from
Canada to isolate the New England colonies. Under this
plan Howe’s forces in New York were to aid Burgoyne by
moving north on the river-lakes route. Unfortunately for
Burgoyne, Howe was on his way to Philadelphia.

Howe’s campaign against Philadelphia took advantage of
British sea power. His troops embarked from New York,
put to sea, sailed up the Chesapeake Bay, and landed at
Head of Elk in Maryland. This route was, as Washington
said, a strange choice. Overland from New York the dis-
tance was but 60 miles. By sea the journey took 33 days
and the expedition landed at a point still 50 miles distant
from the rebel capital. As Howe advanced on Philadelphia,
Washington rallied an army of more than 15,000 for the
city’s defense.

Philadelphia was not an important target in military
terms. Certainly it was the seat of government, but a gov-
ernment can move and it eventually did. Washington’s need
to defend the city had the same basis as his defense of New
York. Thus Washington felt compelled to lead his army to
Chadd’s Ford on Brandywine Creek south of the capital.
There on 11 September 1777, Washington was outmaneu-
vered, badly defeated, and nearly surrounded and de-
stroyed. Again, as at New York, the head-on confrontation
with major professional forces led to defeat and near
disaster.

Washington retreated to Warwick while Howe advanced
and seized Philadelphia. Washington resorted to the tactics
of the previous winter as he led his army to Germantown,
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a community just north of Philadelphia, where he fell upon
an isolated British garrison. Washington was narrowly de-
feated, but Germantown was an impressive performance
for a recently defeated army that many had written off.
Following the battle at Germantown on 4 October 1777,
Washington again led his army into winter quarters, this
time at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania. While the Americans
froze and starved at Valley Forge, Howe wintered com-
fortably, enjoying the pleasures of the former rebel capital.

Two weeks after the battle of Germantown, the Ameri-
cans achieved a victory whose impact went far beyond the
confines of the battlefield. At Saratoga, New York, Bur-
goyne surrendered his entire command to an American mi-
litia army led by General Gates and Maj Gen Benedict
Arnold. Burgoyne’s surrender was positive proof that the
British were not invincible and that the American rebels
could win. The news of the American victory convinced
the French to enter the conflict on the side of the Ameri-
cans, and this intervention ultimately made victory possible
for the rebels.

Burgoyne had begun his trek down the river-lakes route
from Fort Saint John, north of Lake Champlain, with 8,000
professional troops. He had easily moved to Fort Ticon-
deroga, which quickly fell after a token defense. Rather than
taking the water route down Lake George to Fort George,
Burgoyne pursued the Americans retreating from Ticon-
deroga on an overland route. His men hacked a 23-mile
road through rough, heavily wooded country, overcoming
numerous obstacles placed in his path by the retreating
rebels. The head of Burgoyne’s column took three weeks to
complete the trip, and his heavy artillery lagged well behind
the column. Gentleman Johnny knew little about the coun-
tryside, and he had taken far too few horses, oxen, mules,
and carts to supply his army at the end of an overextended
supply line. His base of operations was 185 miles away in
Canada. His choices were to retreat to Canada and admit
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defeat or to press on to Albany where he could obtain
succor.

Burgoyne tried to relieve his problem by sending a Hes-
sian foraging party to Bennington, Vermont, where it was
reported that a large number of horses were available. At
Bennington the Hessians were virtually destroyed by a mi-
litia group commanded by Gen John Stark, and a British
relief column arrived just in time to also be destroyed by
the Americans. Burgoyne lost 900 of his best professional
troops and achieved nothing except to bolster the confi-
dence of the American militia army, which was swelling
rapidly with the arrival of more militia units.

Burgoyne finally decided to move to Albany even though
he knew this would be an extremely difficult task. The
Americans had cut his supply lines and blocked the path
to Albany by entrenching themselves along Bemis Heights.
Gentleman Johnny’s hungry and demoralized troops would
have to attack a fortified position. On 19 September Bur-
goyne’s attack was repulsed with heavy losses, and his sit-
uation was nearly hopeless. Surrounded by an army that
outnumbered his own almost two to one, Burgoyne had
nearly exhausted his food supplies. He made one last des-
perate effort to break the American lines on 7 October and
again was repulsed. Burgoyne retired to Saratoga to con-
sider his limited options, and ten days later surrendered his
entire command. Included in the booty were 7 generals,
300 officers, and 5,600 soldiers. A considerable array of
artillery plus a large stock of powder and shell also fell into
American hands.

Four months after the American victory at Saratoga,
France and the American government signed a military al-
liance. The surprising American performance at German-
town and the smashing victory at Saratoga provided the
grease for the diplomatic wheels. The alliance was the piv-
otal political act of the war.

With the French in the war, Washington’s situation was
entirely different. In the past Washington had to concen-
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trate on keeping his army intact and on avoiding serious
defeat. He could attack only isolated portions of the British
army. His military objective had been to survive to buy
time, to tire the British, and to raise the cost of the war to
a level unacceptable in London. Now the French fleet could
challenge and perhaps defeat British sea power, so that the
British would not have the luxury of unlimited mobility.
With a strong ally Washington could afford to take risks;
he had more than his own meager resources to fall back on
should those risks lead to defeat. Perhaps more important
in the long run, the British were seriously distracted because
the war had suddenly broadened in scope, and other British
possessions were threatened. Finally, the hard work of
Washington and his officers, particularly such foreign ad-
visers as Baron Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben, produced
a trained core of Continental soldiers capable of acquitting
themselves well on the open battlefield. Not only could
Washington take risks, he had the tools to make success
possible.

The British, meanwhile, were thrown into great turmoil
by the new situation. Clearly, they would have to retrench
their forces in the American colonies and be prepared to
embark to other destinations that might be threatened by
the French. The first move was to relieve the lethargic
Howe, who was still in Philadelphia, and replace him with
Gen Sir Henry Clinton. After some confusion Clinton was
ordered to evacuate Philadelphia and consolidate his forces
in New York, where they could easily embark for other
ports.

Washington struck hard at Clinton as he retreated toward
New York. Deploying nearly half of his total force of Con-
tinentals against the bulk of the British army in the colonies,
Washington attacked Clinton at Monmouth, New Jersey,
on 27 June 1778. The two armies fought for several hours
and the Continentals acquitted themselves with distinction.
Clinton, however, was able to escape to New York. The
British, rebuffed at every turn, virtually abandoned their
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hope of recapturing the northern colonies. They remained
in New York, closely guarded by Washington and his
Continentals.

The British still hoped to take advantage of assumed Tory
sentiment in the southern colonies. To this end London
dispatched Lord Cornwallis in 1780. The British won a
great victory at Charleston and moved into the interior and
established a line of posts reminiscent of those in New Jer-
sey during 1776. Meanwhile the American Congress ap-
pointed Gen Horatio Gates, the self-proclaimed “Hero of
Saratoga” (Benedict Arnold is believed to have been equally
if not more responsible for the American victory), as com-
mander of the southern armies over the objection of Wash-
ington. The British soundly defeated Gates at Camden,
South Carolina, on 16 August 1780. Although the Conti-
nental contingent fought well, militia units broke and fled
from the field along with a panicked Gates, giving the Brit-
ish one of their most complete victories of the war. Only
about 700 of the nearly 4,000 Americans involved escaped.
Following that debacle Congress bowed to Washington’s
wishes and appointed Nathanael Greene as army com-
mander in the southern colonies.

Greene fought a classic guerrilla-style war against the
frustrated Cornwallis. Greene led Cornwallis on a gruelling
chase and turned and fought only when British forces were
spread out, tired, and ill supplied. Along with Francis Mar-
ion, another brilliant tactician of partisan warfare, Greene
harassed the British, wore them out, and occasionally de-
feated them. Finally, the frustrated Cornwallis broke away
from the chase and retreated to the coast at Wilmington,
North Carolina, to refit. Greene quickly headed back into
South Carolina to attack the posts that Cornwallis had ear-
lier established and now could not defend.

Disgusted that he could not destroy the rebel forces once
and for all, Cornwallis headed north into Virginia hoping
for better luck. He had little success there, again chasing
elusive American forces about the countryside. Clinton,
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who was still in New York watching Cornwallis’s campaign
with great concern and a degree of disbelief, ordered Corn-
wallis to the coast at Yorktown to meet with the British
fleet for refitting and possible embarkation. The fleet Corn-
wallis found at Yorktown, however, was not British.

Cornwallis’s retreat into Yorktown presented Washing-
ton with a rare opportunity for a complete and politically
decisive victory. Cooperating with the French, Washington
quickly made his plan; speed was necessitated by knowledge
that the French fleet in the area around Yorktown would
soon be returning to the Caribbean. Washington had to
mass a superior army to besiege the British from the land
side. Washington and the French army commander, Comte
de Rochambeau, marched a mixed army from New York
(where they left forces demonstrating for Clinton’s benefit)
to Yorktown. The movement took just over a month, a
considerable feat in eighteenth-century conditions. Wash-
ington managed to mass 16,000 troops while the French
fleet of 30 ships blocked a British escape by sea. Siege op-
erations began under direction of the French engineers. Less
than a month after the siege began, Cornwallis surrendered
his entire army of 8,000 to Washington on 19 October 1781
after his plan to escape across the James River was foiled
by a storm that destroyed his boats.

After five years of hard fighting, the British had suffered
two crushing defeats at Saratoga and Yorktown and were
worse off than they had been in 1776. They still held New
York and Charleston (both closely watched by the Ameri-
cans), which would be good bases for further operations.
Also the British faced a global war against powerful ene-
mies, and an American army that could stand and fight in
the best European tradition. Worse yet, political opinion at
home was badly divided.

For all practial purposes, the war was over for the Amer-
icans. Although some fighting still occurred in the south
and west and the British had to be guarded at New York
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and Charleston, the real war was over and the Americans
were victorious.

The Revolutionary War reintroduced ideological conflict,
a trend brought to fruition by the wars of the French Rev-
olution. The reintroduction of ideology into warfare was a
significant step in the democratization of war. One unfor-
tunate result was that, led by the memories of Breed’s Hill
and Saratoga, for the next 160 years many Americans be-
lieved that they did not need a professional army of any
size and could instead rely on militia units. Although this
had disastrous consequences in 1812, in the Civil War, and
in the early battles of two world wars, the legend of the
minutemen died hard. Only after 1945, when America en-
tered the world of international power politics as the leader
of the Western democracies, would the United States es-
tablish a sizable professional military force.

The question that remains concerns the performance of
Washington and his several British counterparts relative to
their unfamiliar circumstances and the political objectives
for which they fought. Both sides can, in hindsight, have
their judgment questioned.

It is clear that in 1776 the British squandered their best
opportunity to end the rebellion. Had Howe pressed his
advantage after defeating Washington in New York, the war
might have ended quickly. The American Revolution was,
in effect, a civil war. As clearly demonstrated later in the
American Civil War, rebel momentum and morale grow if
they are not quickly checked. Time was clearly on the side
of the Americans. Not only did American confidence grow,
but British will declined at home. The Americans were
aided and abetted by poor British planning (Howe going to
Philadelphia instead of aiding Burgoyne in 1777) and mil-
itary blunders (Burgoyne’s disaster and Cornwallis’s en-
trapment at Yorktown).

Although ultimately successful, Washington’s strategy
can also be questioned. Washington played for time well
and did an excellent job of keeping his fledgling army to-
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gether. He recognized the proper time to take the offensive
and to take the necessary risks to achieve decisive victory.
However, one can question his campaign in New York in
1776 and Philadelphia in 1777. On one hand, the failure
to at least attempt a defense of those two vital points might
have been a serious blow to American morale. On the other
hand, Washington’s army was nearly trapped and destroyed
both in New York and at Brandywine Creek. The question
remains, however, were the benefits worth the possible
consequences?

Overall, Washington, the amateur soldier, must receive
higher marks than his professional British opponents. Al-
though the British had a clear political objective, none of
the British commanders seemed to have a clear conception
of how to reach that objective. Washington, however,
seemed to have had a much clearer picture of how to achieve
his objective. His immediate objectives accurately changed
with changing circumstances and each objective was geared
toward the ultimate goal. The proof of this contention is
in the outcome.

Better State of the Peace

The American Revolution achieved its political objective
of independence with the signing of the Treaty of Paris in
1783, ending eight years of formal hostilities between Great
Britain and her former colonies. Just as de facto indepen-
dence was achieved in 1775 when the British evacuated
Boston, so was permanent and legal independence a fact
when the British sailed out of New York, Charleston, and
Savannah in 1783.

Unlike most wars, and certainly the major conflicts of
the twentieth century, American objectives were not truly
won on the battlefield. The yardstick that suggests that the
defeat of the enemy’s armed forces is prefatory to imposing
those peace terms by which the victor defines the better
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state of the peace simply did not apply in the American
Revolution. The British army was certainly not destroyed
as a fighting force: in fact, it won most of the battles, and
with the exception of some inept generalship, it acquitted
itself well. If a goal in war is to overcome hostile ability,
the Revolution was at best a draw.

The reasons the war could be won in the absence of de-
cisive military success can be boiled down to two factors.
The first was the nature of warfare as practiced in the eight-
eenth century. Unlike modern wars, it was fought by limited
means (basically because of technological limitations) and
with relatively small forces (largely because of budgetary
limits on raising and supporting large forces). The size and
kinds of armies available might be capable of decisive ac-
tion in the comparatively confined space of continental Eu-
rope where the capture of a critical city would lead to peace.
The American colonies, however, were not well suited to
this kind of war; the territorial expanses were simply too
great for control by 30,000 British troops, and there were
no geographical points critical to the revolutionary cause.
Washington could not have eluded the British had the war
been fought in Belgium, but the British could not corner
him in America.

The second factor that made the war militarily inconclu-
sive was the contrast in objectives and military strategies
adopted by the combatants. The European tradition called
for the open, frontal confrontation of standard, stand-up
fighting forces, but this was not what the British faced. The
Continental Army was simply neither large enough nor
good enough to take on the British in that manner. Given
the military balance, a strategy of attrition, featuring gen-
erous doses of what we now call unconventional warfare,
was the only available means. It was, moreover, a style of
warfare that better suited the rugged, heavily wooded Amer-
ican topography.

This style of warfare both confused and frustrated the
British, who never did devise an effective means for dealing
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with an enemy who hid behind trees in ambush and simply
melted away into the vast countryside when confronted by
a superior force.

If the rebels failed to overcome British hostile ability,
they did succeed in overcoming that element of British hos-
tile will defined as the willingness to continue to bear the
costs of fighting. British cost-tolerance was, in the end, ex-
ceeded, and that was what proved conclusive. The lesson
was, or should have been, instructive for future generations.
The British were forced to fight an unfamiliar kind of war
on unfamiliar and hostile territory. The war was fought far
from home, straining supply capacities and raising eco-
nomic costs (in more contemporary terms, the British had
a very long logistics tail). Moreover, the war dragged on
and on with apparently inconclusive results as casualties
continued to mount. The longer it lasted, the stronger the
protests became, and ultimately those who had opposed the
war all along gained the upper hand. Finally, a lack of sup-
port forced the British to pack up and go home, undefeated
militarily but with their will to continue shattered. So con-
structed, the parallels with Southeast Asia are stark and
painful.

The question of overcoming hostile British will (defined
as acceptance of American policy preferences—indepen-
dence) is more difficult to assess. At one level, the British
clearly did accede to the American objective by signing the
peace treaty that formally created the new independent na-
tion-state. At the same time, the British resented deeply
what had happened to them and showed disregard for the
American nation, as evidenced by their cavalier treatment
of former British sailors (impressment) who had been
granted asylum by the US government. That arrogance had
a great deal to do with leading the two nations to their
second conflict, the War of 1812. Many observers maintain
that it was not until that conflict was resolved that British
hostile will toward the American state finally ended.
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CHAPTER 3

CIVIL WAR

The American Civil War represents the greatest Ameri-
can national trauma. It was the first conflict in the Amer-
ican experience that clearly and unambiguously met the
dual criteria of total war. The issue of union or disunion
of the nation was all-encompassing and could be resolved
only on the field of battle, and the war became a match
between totally mobilized societies. The result was the
bloodiest war in American history. When the last gunpow-
der haze rose and Robert E. Lee and Joseph E. Johnston
surrendered the remnants of their armies, more than
600,000 had died and nearly another 500,000 had been
wounded. And it had all been done at our own hand.

In many ways the Civil War was warfare in transition, a
junction between the classical conflicts of the eighteenth
century and the massive carnage of the twentieth century.
Tactically, battles were organized and fought along the lines
of the Napoleonic campaigns by armies led by officers who
had learned to fight that way at West Point, and both sides
(especially Lee’s) were obsessed with the “decisive battle”
concept integral to Napoléon’s success. There was even
room for some of the chivalry and good nature of earlier
wars. Whether it was Union soldiers trading coffee to their
Confederate foes for tobacco or Confederate Gen George
Henry Gordon escorting the wife of wounded Union Gen
Francis C. Barlow through the lines at Gettysburg to min-
ister to her husband, some of the flavor of earlier warfare
remained. But in the end those characteristics faded, and
it was the precursors of the twentieth century—Grant, Sher-
man, and Sheridan—who prevailed.

At the time no one really appreciated how the face of war
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was changing. Partly this was the case because it was a war
fought and led by men who were largely inexperienced in
combat when it began. The soldiers available were largely
untrained militia (in the American tradition) who could
neither drill nor, in many cases, fire a gun. The only general
available to either side who had ever commanded anything
resembling an army was Winfield Scott, who was 75 years
old and who was promptly shunted aside for suggesting that
the war would be long and costly.

Those who believed the war would be short, decisive,
and glorious (and many on both sides did) were quickly
disabused of that notion. The war’s first major battle, First
Manassas (Bull Run), showed both sides how poorly pre-
pared they were for the war and how difficult the task would
be. After First Manassas both sides mobilized their socie-
ties, and in the following spring when the real fighting be-
gan, war machines of unprecedented size were ready to
grind against one another and produce equally unprece-
dented carnage.

Another reason most contemporary observers did not
recognize that the Civil War presaged the new face of war
was that the armies that fought never resembled the highly
drilled and disciplined troops of Europe. This led to the
conclusion that they and the war were aberrational. One
foreign military observer, the Prussian Helmuth von
Moiltke, typified the war as “two armed mobs chasing each
other around the country, from which nothing can be
learned.” Missed were such harbingers of the future as the
elaborate entrenchments around Petersburg, Virginia, that
foreshadowed the awful trench warfare in France a half
century later.

The Civil War was our bloodiest conflict, and it is also
the war we best remember and most romanticize. Possibly
the reason is that it is the most personal of our wars; it is
certainly the biggest war fought on American soil. It is a
war we are constantly refighting in print and conversation,
and we never seem to tire of reconsidering it. Hardly a
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skirmish line is unmarked, virtually every major battlefield
has been commemorated as a national military park (one
wonders what citizens of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, would
do for a livelihood if the climactic battle of the war had
been fought elsewhere, as both commanders intended). The
heroes of the defeated South adorn the side of Stone Moun-
tain, Georgia, and we continue vicarious reenactments in
athletic contests called Blue-Gray or North-South. Clearly
this nostalgic sentiment is strongest in the South, which
both lost and supplied almost all the battlegrounds, but it
is a part of the heritage of all Americans.

Certainly a large part of our obsession is deserved because
the Civil War, in terms of its effect on American society,
stands with the American Revolution as one of the two
most important events in our history. It was a major event
in the American experience in both a political and military
sense. Only the Revolution rivals this great conflict as a
political event; no war before or since comes close to match-
ing it in terms of American blood expended. It is also the
great American tragedy; Americans turned the weapons of
war on their fellow Americans. Why and how it all hap-
pened occupies the pages that follow.

Issues and Events

Analyzing what caused the Civil War has occupied as
much thought and generated as much ink as have discus-
sions of how it was fought and how it could have been
fought differently. For a long time, it was not even univer-
sally called the Civil War. Certainly at the time it was fought
that was not its popular name; in the North it was the War
of the Rebellion and in the South it was the War of Northern
(or Yankee) Aggression. It also has widely been known as
the War between the States (mostly in the South) and the
Brothers’ War.

83



EAGLE’S TALONS

If it has been difficult to agree on what to name the war,
it has been even harder to achieve anything resembling con-
sensus about its causes. Slavery, the imposition of the
Northern industrial system on the South, and states’ rights
have all been argued as the basic issue. No attempt is made
here to add to that debate or resolve the question of whether
the war was inevitable based on which root cause one picks.
Rather, our perspective is that there is truth in each of the
ways of looking at the issues and that each contributed to
the final result. Moreover, the issues leading to the war can
usefully be organized as a clash between what had evolved
as two distinct cultures that manifested themselves in pro-
gressively diverging political, economic, and social systems.
In this view issues like slavery or states’ rights are significant
symptoms of the deeper incompatibility between two dis-
tinctly regional cultures and the values they represented.
The American culture of 1860 was in fact two very different
cultures. In the long run, those differences had to be re-
solved before there could be a truly United States of Amer-
ica. Whether these differences could have been reconciled
differently than they were is one of history’s moot points.
The fact is that the tool for resolving the question was the
sword.

Northern industrialization was at the heart of the diver-
gence between the sections, particularly because the South
did not follow the North’s lead. By the eve of the Civil War,
Northern society was undergoing the pervasive change that
attended the industrial revolution, but there was no parallel
transformation in the South, which remained an agrarian
society. When both sections had been agricultural, the dif-
ferences between the free-holding farm pattern of the North
and the slave-based plantation organization of Southern
agriculture were not critical. When Northern society moved
from an agrarian to an industrial base, the differences be-
tween the sections became more pronounced and vexing.

The issue of labor was at the heart of the friction. Al-
though the majority of white Southerners owned no slaves,
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the plantation system that sustained the Southern economy
depended upon chattel slavery to supply its labor base. Cot-
ton production was the core of this system, and slave labor
was appealing to the culture of cotton for several reasons.

First, growing cotton was a labor-intensive enterprise, but
it did not require highly trained workers or great efficiency.
Cotton was planted, cultivated, and harvested by hand. Lit-
tle skill was involved, but a large work force was. A waged-
based labor system would have been too expensive to allow
cotton production to be economical. Unpaid labor in the
form of slaves kept costs low enough to turn a profit.

Second, the planters perpetually suffered from what we
would now call a “cash-flow” problem. Cotton did not pro-
duce a steady flow of income; rather, it produced revenue
in spurts when crops were sold. In addition there were fre-
quently substantial lag times between harvest and payment.
The typical planter consigned his crop to a commodities
dealer, who transported the cotton to port and sold it for
a commission. Only then would the planter receive his pay-
ment. This process could take months, but the slaves never
knew the difference.

There were prices for this convenience that made slave
labor unattractive in the industrializing North. The major
cost was inefficiency. Slaves, because they were not paid
for their labor, had essentially no incentive to work harder
than necessary to avoid punishment. Hence, slaves were
not efficient which, while tolerable in agrarian labor, was
intolerable in an industrial setting. Industry, after all, has
efficient production as its ultimate measure of success.

This is, of course, a very pragmatic way to look at the
slavery question, but it is closer to how the average Yankee
viewed the issue than can be found in abolitionist literature.
The abolitionists were noisy but few in number and mar-
ginal in political clout (although many Southerners over-
estimated their influence). To average Northerners slavery
was at worst an unfortunate institution that they could not
actively support. This attitude is much different than being
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morally repelled by slavery or of favoring its abolition where
it existed. To most Northerners who thought at all about
such matters, slavery was not so much evil as it was
inappropriate.

The two cultures were diverging in other ways as well.
Southern plantation society had become highly stratified
and stagnant, while Northern society was becoming pro-
gressively egalitarian and fluid. With slaves as their basis
of strength and the plantation as their domain, the planters
were an elite who dominated the South politically, econom-
ically, and socially. In that position the planters were natural
conservatives, seeking to preserve a position from which
they benefited. Beneath them were merchants and artisans
who benefited from the planters’ largesse. Beneath the mer-
chants and artisans was the larger population of poor whites
who toiled on rented land at subsistence agriculture, but
who, at least, had the slaves to look down on.

Slaves were the glue in all this; they provided labor for
the planter and a modicum of self-esteem for the tenant
farmer. At the same time, the existence of the slave system
effectively precluded change and development because slav-
ery was custom made for the cotton plantation system but
was of dubious economic viability otherwise. The planta-
tion needed slaves, and the institution of slavery needed
the plantation. The consequences of breaking the circle and
freeing the slaves were something few Southerners were will-
ing to face.

The North was evolving very differently. Unfettered by
slaves and nurtured by waves of European immigrants and
foreign investment, the North was on its way to becoming
a modern industrial state. With industrialization came so-
cial change including the emergence of an urban working
class, a merchant class, and industrial entrepreneurs, groups
largely absent in the plantation South. The result was great
social fluidity and social and economic leavening. The
North was becoming a society of workers and shopkeepers;
the South remained a society of aristocrats and farmers.
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Coexistence became more difficult as the differences
magnified. At one level lines hardened regionally over leg-
islation in Congress. Northerners argued for such things as
high tariffs on foreign industrial and consumer goods to
protect their new industries from competition and to create
markets for Northern products in the South. Southerners
resisted because they preferred European goods and lower
prices. Northerners pushed for legislation to require South-
ern cotton to be sent to Europe on American (which meant
New England) ships. Southerners resisted because such
shipping was more expensive and made their cotton less
competitive on international markets. Dual cultures were
increasingly coming into conflict in practical ways; some-
thing had to give.

The issue that broke the camel’s back and that, combined
with the election of Abraham Lincoln, provided the prox-
imate events leading to secession and the war was the ex-
tension of slavery to the territories. It was an issue that had
been brewing for some time. The Missouri Compromise of
1820 had defused it for a short time, but it returned in the
protracted fight over admitting slave-holding Texas to the
Union. The Great Compromise of 1850 attempted to settle
the problem, but the compromise was followed rapidly by
such unsettling events as the Dred Scott decision, Bloody
Kansas, and John Brown’s raid at Harper’s Ferry.

The issue was not the abolition of slavery in those states
where it existed; only the abolitionists wanted to see that
happen and, as pointed out, they were politically inconse-
quential. Most Northerners, whatever their personal feel-
ings about the slavery, were politically opposed to abolition
(Lincoln, ironically, was a leading spokesman of this po-
sition, although he personally found slavery morally repug-
nant). The question was whether slavery should be allowed
to exist in the territories yet to become states. Most North-
erners opposed extension; most Southerners favored it.

On the pragmatic, political level, if slavery were allowed
in a territory, that territory would ultimately enter the
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Union as a slave state and the converse was also true. In
turn, a new slave-holding state would elect proslavery rep-
resentatives to Congress who would generally support
Southern positions, just as free states would elect antislav-
ery representatives of the opposite bent. In a system where
there was a rough balance between slave-holding and non-
slave-holding representatives (especially in the Senate), ad-
ditions on either side would tip the balance.

The question of the extension of slavery also created
problems at the deeper level of competing cultures. Exten-
sion was particularly vital to the South, because cotton cul-
tivation rapidly depleted the soil. If the cotton and hence
the plantation system was to prosper, it had to be able to
move from depleted soil westward to fertile soil. Hemmed
in, the cotton culture would die; thus, the absence of ex-
tension amounted to slow strangulation. In the North the
extension of slavery was opposed because slavery was an
anachronism that had no place in the kind of society that
Northerners wanted and expected to build in the new lands.
In this light the extension issue emerges as a lightning rod
for the entire clash of cultures, and 1t boiled down to a zero-
sum game: if one side was to win, the other had to lose.

This irresolvable, irresistible conflict came to a head with
the election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860. That his election
precipitated the secession of South Carolina and eventually
the ten other states that constituted the Confederacy speaks
to the intractability and high emotional level of the issues
dividing the country. As noted, Lincoln was not politically
an abolitionist, but his candidacy had been supported by
the more radical abolitionists. Lincoln’s stated position (he
found slavery personally offensive but specifically protected
by the Constitution and hence not an item on the political
menu) was lost in guilt by association in the minds of many
Southerners.

When the calls for secession came, states’ rights was the
rallying cry. This issue was not new; debate over the power
of the central government in relation to the states had per-

88



CIVIL WAR

vaded American history, and the politics preceding the
Civil War increasingly had a sectional basis. In the South
particularly, there was great sentiment for a weak central
government and primary investment of political authority
in the states. This position, of course, was more than ab-
stract and academic. The South had its “peculiar institu-
tion” and social system to protect. The closer to home
political authority lay, the more compatible public policy
would be with maintaining that system. In the North the
development of a modern industrial state required a com-
paratively strong central government that could adopt na-
tional policies conducive to continued growth (protective
tariffs are a good example). The South generally did not
benefit from these policies and sometimes suffered from
them. At the heart of Southern opposition, however, was
the lingering fear that a strong central government might
adopt legislation directly attacking Southern institutions.
The election of a president believed to be actively sympa-
thetic to abolitionism produced a greater strain than could
be borne.

Southern distrust of central government was not dissim-
ilar to the spirit that helped give rise to the American Rev-
olution. The government policies that made the distrust
something worth fighting about were, of course, different:
taxation and the quartering of soldiers in 1775 and the
prospect, rightly or wrongly perceived, of abolition in 1860.
The result, in both cases, was rebellion against what was
deemed tyranny.

There was another shared legacy of the resistance to
strong central government. If the critical political issue was
the supremacy of the rights of the states and central gov-
ernance was equated with tyranny, then the new, alternative
government had to reflect those beliefs. Just as the Conti-
nental Congress, when it finally got around to writing a
constitutive document, produced a system in which all pow-
ers of central government flowed directly from the states
(the Articles of Confederation), so too did the Confederate
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States of America choose a confederal format. The result
was a state-dominated political system that conformed
nicely to philosophical predispositions but which featured
a central government with limited authority to make war-
time decisions, a political problem that dogged the Davis
administration and the Confederate military command
throughout the war. Ironically, the very principles for which
Southerners fought hampered their ability to fight.

Once the South Carolina legislature voted unanimously
to dissolve the union between itself and the federal gov-
ernment on 20 December 1860 (an action quickly dupli-
cated by six additional states and later by four others), the
question was how the rest of the country should react to
secession. The answer was not as clear then as it may appear
today. There was, for instance, considerable disagreement,
mostly in the North, about whether states had the right to
secede, and both those who said they did and those who
said they did not based their arguments on the Constitution.
In the South there was much less debate on the subject
because the rights of the states were viewed as supreme.
Even at that, there were isolated pockets of pro-Union sen-
timent in the South (mainly in places like eastern Tennessee
where there were few slaves) and, in one extreme case, an
Alabama county seceded from the Confederacy and de-
clared itself the Free State of Winston.

The argument boiled down to the states’ rights versus
strong central government debate. Those advocating the
legality of secession were in fact arguing states’ rights, and
those who maintained that the states could not secede were
arguing the supremacy of the Union over its constituent
parts. The latter belief formed the basis for Lincoln’s fa-
mous statement that “a house divided against itself cannot
stand,” which clearly reflected how the president-elect felt
about the matter. When South Carolina seceded, however,
James J. Buchanan was a lame duck president, and he re-
acted officially to the secession by ignoring it. When Lincoln
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was sworn in as the nation’s sixteenth president, some ac-
tion would be necessary.

Political Objective

Lincoln determined that the Northern political objective
was to reestablish the Union, by force if necessary. As a
statement of purpose, this was disarmingly simple, but there
were powerful politico-military problems confronting its
realization.

The first and most obvious problem was that the South
did not intend to return to the Union voluntarily. The
North would have to fight for reunion and that led directly
to Lincoln’s second problem. The objective was not popular
in the North. As suggested above, there was a sizable body
of opinion in the North that either believed secession was
a state’s right or that the issue was constitutionally ambig-
uous, so that action to force reunion was itself constitu-
tionally dubious. Some viewed the South’s action with a
sense of relief, seeing an opportunity to do away with the
political divisiveness of the past decades, to foreclose the
extension issue, and to make slavery a non-American issue.
Still others opposed secession but did not consider it im-
portant enough to fight over.

As a political objective, in other words, reunification
lacked the moral power and persuasiveness to galvanize
Northern public opinion sufficiently to embrace the sac-
rifices of war, and public support would be a major problem
for Lincoln throughout the war. A more morally lofty ob-
jective was necessary to gather and sustain support.

Lincoln realized his problems, and part of his answer was
the Emancipation Proclamation, which added the end of
slavery to reunion as the political objective. This goal was
announced in September 1862 and took effect in January
1863, but emancipation had to overcome two obstacles be-
fore it could become part of the objective. The first was
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Lincoln’s own attitude, for he initially believed that the
South had to be readmitted to the Union with slavery intact
because the Constitution protected the institution. The ne-
cessities of the war effort changed his view. The other prob-
lem was timing: throughout 1862 the Union suffered a
succession of defeats in the Eastern theater that riveted
public attention. To change the objective in the midst of
calamity would have appeared an act of desperation that
could backfire and diminish rather than increase support.
What Lincoln needed was a military victory to precede his
announcement. He got his wish when Lee forayed into
Maryland and was stopped by George B. McClellan at An-
tietam (Sharpsburg). The battle itself was a draw, but it
forced Lee to retreat back into Virginia and thus looked
enough like a win to serve the purpose.

The effects of adding the abolition of slavery to the po-
litical purpose of the war were mixed. In the South the
reaction was mortification, reinforcing the citizenry’s worst
fears about Lincoln and increasing their will to resist. In
the North the result was a sort of backhanded success.

The basic negative was that freeing the slaves was not an
overwhelmingly popular objective to most Northerners,
who were about as racist in their attitudes toward blacks
as were Southerners. With the exception of the abolitionists,
most Northerners shared Southern beliefs in the inherent
inferiority of the Negro, and even if they found slavery
repulsive in the abstract, many did not think the destruction
of the institution worth dying for. Evidences of Northern
racism continued throughout the war but were probably
most dramatically shown during the New York City draft
riot of 1863, when many free Negroes were lynched as part
of a violent reaction against federal conscription.

Making emancipation a major objective did, however,
add moral weight to the Union cause in at least two 1m-
portant ways. First, it cast the issue of support or opposition
to the war in the moral terms of antislavery versus pro-
slavery. So framed, the constitutional ambiguities about the
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right to secede were sidestepped and the war became a
moral crusade wherein opposition to the war became tan-
tamount to being proslavery, a position that relatively few
in the North held or at least were willing to admit. Overt
opposition to the war thus became morally difficult. Sec-
ond, this moral elevation of the objective effectively ended
any possibility that the Confederacy would gain recognition
by the European powers, notably Britain and France, which
had been primary prewar markets for Southern cotton.
Whatever else Europeans might think about the war, none
could politically align themselves with human chattel slav-
ery. The proclamation thus ended the possibility of foreign
support for the Confederacy.

If the Union political objective was to restore the Union
and free the slaves, the Confederate objective was just the
opposite: to maintain its independence by whatever means
necessary and to avoid the emancipation of the slaves. As
long as the South maintained control over its territory and
had a functioning government, military forces, and a loyal
population, the Union could not achieve its political ob-
jective. Independence meant the freedom to pursue a way
of life increasingly threatened, as well as the more abstract
notion of states’ rights.

Unlike the situation in the North, the Southern political
objective was overwhelmingly popular and sustained citizen
support for the war effort until nearly the end. The Southern
cause was to defend their homeland and their society from
a foreign enemy who could accomplish his purpose only
through physical invasion, subjugation, and occupation. In
a sense the objective for the Confederacy was analogous to
that of the Continentals during the Revolution, while King
George and Lincoln shared similar objectives. Just as King
George could not extinguish the American Revolution and
its goal of independent statehood as long as the Continental
Congress and Army continued to exist, President Lincoln
faced the same problem as he confronted the Confederate
government and armies. (It might be noted that, for both
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sides, capture of the other’s capital city was an obsession
throughout the war because the capital seemed to symbolize
the government. The fact that the two capitals were only
90 miles apart added to this fixation and dictated a great
deal of the military strategy in the Virginia theater of
operations.)

The popularity of defending home and loved ones from
an invading force added greatly to Southern political sup-
port for the war, and the Confederate political objective
was never seriously challenged from within. Support for the
objective and its translation into military activity was one
of the great advantages the South had (other primary ones
being fighting on the defensive and on familiar ground and
having generally superior military leaders), and this advan-
tage was particularly obvious in contrast to the marked
ambivalence about the objective in the North. In turn these
political objectives translated into military objectives and
strategies for waging the conflict. As we shall see, the po-
litical objectives sometimes became blurred or distorted in
the process, but political concerns and considerations were
never far from the field of combat.

Military Objectives and Strategy

For the Union, that part of its political objective involv-
ing restoring the Union was simple and straightforward. It
required that the Rebel government be disbanded. Although
the basic Union objective was unambiguous, military ob-
Jectives did not flow smoothly from it.

How does one destroy a rival government? Clearly, the
armed force that defends and supports the government
must be overcome, neutralized, or destroyed. But the very
act of destroying an enemy armed force and then the gov-
ernment that it supports can so alienate the defeated pop-
ulation that true union, in the unique sense of the United
States Constitution, can be ruined for decades after the
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immediate issue is settled. Political and military objectives
can be mutually exclusive if the actions taken to achieve
military objectives are improperly conducted. With this ca-
veat in mind, the Union military objective was also un-
ambiguous: overcome the Confederate military so that the
Rebel government could be disbanded.

With this said, however, the difficult question of how to
overcome the Confederate army remained. An offensive
strategy was certainly required, but it needed to be a strat-
egy for a very rapid and decisive offensive. If the fighting
lasted for a lengthy period, the suffering and destruction
might be such that full union could be impossible to achieve
for generations. Quick victory was also an imperative be-
cause of the political situation within the Union states. A
drawn-out struggle would breed war weariness and under-
mine the Union war effort. Additionally, the Union victory
had to be decisive, because this was a war for unlimited
objectives. Lincoln could settle for no less than complete
victory. There could be no compromise with the supremacy
of the Constitution and the illegality of voluntary secession.
If either of these principles were not maintained, the con-
cept of a United States would be in constant danger from
recalcitrant states. Union forces had to demand uncondi-
tional Confederate surrender to federal authority.

The Union’s situation was not favorable for achieving
either a quick or a decisive victory. The regular Army was
pitifully small and better equipped to fight frontier Indians
than to engage in pitched battles against their erstwhile
brothers to the south. Reflecting the dissension of the times,
many of the Army’s most capable officers resigned to serve
their home states in opposition to the Union. Thus the
Army was far too small, it was ill-equipped, and the quality
of its officer corps was questionable. It would take time to
expand, train, arm, and organize a great army that could
conquer the Confederacy. Burdened with these difficulties,
Union forces had to take the offensive, but how?

Winfield Scott, veteran of the War of 1812, hero.of the
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Mexican War, and general in chief of the United States
Army, had a plan. Scott’s plan would exploit the Union’s
crushing superiority in manpower, resources, and industrial
power and attack the Confederacy’s weaknesses in those
same areas. Scott envisioned a tight naval blockade of the
Confederacy’s long coastline and seizure of the Mississippi
River. This would cripple the South’s economy by cutting
off exports of cotton and imports of finished goods and
hard currency. The blockade, combined with the limited
industrial capabilities of the Southern states, would deny
the Confederate army the wherewithal to wage war effec-
tively. The Confederate army would slowly deteriorate as
would the entire Rebel economic situation. The conse-
quences of rebellion would be brought home to average
Southerners in terms of empty stomachs and pocketbooks.

While the South deteriorated under the pressure of the
blockade, the Union Army would expand to the proportions
required. Northern factories would provide the finest
equipment and most sophisticated weapons. Time would
be available for proper training and the selection of capable
officers. Finally, using river lines of approach, particularly
from the west, the Union Army would crush the demor-
alized and ill-equipped Rebels. However, Scott believed this
last step might not be needed; the blockade alone would
probably bring the Confederates to their senses, lead to
negotiations, and restore the Union with a minimum of
rancor on both sides.

Lincoln rejected Scott’s plan for several reasons. The
president desired action and a quick end to the war since
not seeking a quick victory would play into Confederate
hands. Neither Lincoln nor the Union could afford a long
and costly war. Such a situation would encourage the Cop-
perheads (Northerners who sympathized with the Confed-
erate cause) and spell political doom for the president.
Scott’s “Anaconda Plan” aimed at a militarily efficient vic-
tory, but it would not be a speedy victory. Scott’s hope for
a negotiated solution conflicted with the Union’s need for
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a complete and decisive victory. One does not negotiate an
unconditional surrender.

Lincoln, a man with no military experience, wanted a
cordon offense, that is, simultaneous offensive pressure
around the periphery of the Confederacy. Such an offensive
would make maximum use of vastly superior Union re-
sources and present the Rebels with the impossible situation
of trying to be militarily strong everywhere with inferior
resources. The result, he believed, would be rapid Confed-
erate disintegration. If such a plan could be executed, the
Union victory would be both quick and decisive.

The actual differences between Scott and Lincoln had
more to do with time than concept. Both sought to bring
pressure upon the South from several directions, with Lin-
coln’s concept being slightly more comprehensive. How-
ever, Scott realized that the Union Army was simply not
capable of such a massive undertaking and had to be greatly
expanded. Proper equipment had to be provided and ca-
pable officers found. Finally, raw recruits had to be trained
and disciplined if the Army was not to be a mob. Scott
realized that time was needed, but Lincoln demanded im-
mediate action. At the same time, Scott’s plan was un-
realistic in the sense that the naval blockade, so vital to
weakening the Confederate armies and attacking the Rebel
will to fight, was not possible at the beginning of hostilities.
The Union Navy was not nearly large enough to impose an
effective and comprehensive blockade of the extensive Con-
federate coastline.

What eventually evolved was a strategy similar in concept
to Scott’s plan but compressed in time to suit an impatient
Lincoln. However, this amalgamation was further modified
by the predilections of the Union generals and the temp-
tations of Confederate targets close at hand.

Rather than a fully coordinated cordon offensive, the
Union effort was, in the beginning, two separate wars on
two different fronts. West of the Appalachian Mountains,
Union generals (the most successful being an obscure man
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by the name of Ulysses Simpson Grant) struggled to capture
the length of the Mississippi River. The plan was to cut the
Confederacy in two from north to south. From this base
of operations, the forces in the west could then attack to
the east, particularly toward the vital rail centers at Chat-
tanooga and Atlanta. A successful Chattanooga-Atlanta
campaign would subdivide the Confederacy, leaving the
Rebel states in “bite-size” pieces that could be individually
overwhelmed by superior Union forces. As important as
the Western theater was to eventual Union victory, it was
the poor relation when compared to Union operations east
of the Appalachian Mountains.

In the Eastern theater, the Union high command was
both threatened and beguiled. Lincoln and many others in
the government believed that Washington was seriously
threatened with a Confederate attack because the capital
was, in effect, on the front lines. Such an attack would not
only cause panic and destruction, but would damage Union
credibility with foreign governments and perhaps add fuel
to the fire fanned by the Copperhead movement. The fear
that the Confederate army would march on Washington
caused Lincoln to insist that significant forces guard the
city at all times. As a result, inordinate attention was paid
to Lt Gen Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson’s Shenandoah
Valley campaign in 1862, which was only a Confederate
diversionary movement. The demand for troops to protect
Washington also frustrated Maj Gen George B. McClellan
as Lincoln withheld troops that McClellan had designated
for the Peninsular campaign against Richmond. Although
the withheld troops would likely have made little difference,
Lincoln’s action provided McClellan with a convenient ra-
tionalization for his failure to capture the Confederate
capital.

The Confederate capital beguiled the Union leaders. It,
too, was on the front lines, barely 100 miles from Wash-
ington. Union planners envisioned a drive toward Rich-
mond which, they believed, would be fiercely defended. The
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decisive battle that would destroy the Confederate army
would be fought in front of the city, and the war would
quickly be over. Such a plan had much to offer as long as
the purpose was to draw the Rebel army into decisive battle.
However, as time wore on, Richmond itself became the
objective. Union commanders seemed much more inter-
ested in capturing the Confederate capital than in fighting
the Confederate army. Richmond itself had limited stra-
tegic importance, certainly not enough importance to war-
rant the attention and sacrifice it received in the early years
of the war.

Union plans in the Eastern theater have been heavily
criticized by military historians. Particular wrath has been
directed toward the Union campaigns in northern Virginia
and the bloody Union defeats that were their result.

Such criticism is probably far less justified than many
believe. The basic idea of a decisive battle fought for the
Rebel capital had considerable merit when considered in
light of Union political objectives. Lincoln’s desire that the
war be short and decisive was wholly appropriate and a
campaign toward Richmond offered the opportunity for a
quick and decisive victory. Execution of the plan rather
than the plan itself was the problem. In this respect, some
of the blame must be laid at Lincoln’s feet for forcing the
action before the Union Army was fully prepared. The most
serious deficiency was in senior leadership. The Army suf-
fered defeat after defeat as George McClellan, Gen John
Pope, Ambrose Burnside, and Gen Joseph Hooker succes-
sively tried to lead the blue-clad troops to Richmond. Had
Lincoln taken the time to ensure that the Army was well
trained and well officered, the traumatic defeats at Ma-
nassas, Fredericksburg, and Chancellorsville, to name but
a few, might have been avoided. The instant action Lincoln
desired would have been delayed by some months, but in
the long run the course of the war might have been signif-
icantly shortened.

The Confederates faced far different problems and had
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far different objectives from those of the Union. The Con-
federate objective was also simple and straightforward—to
defend itself from “foreign” invasion and thus protect the
sovereignty of the Rebel states. Such objectives clearly dic-
tated a defensive strategy making it possible for the Con-
federates to fight, in Clausewitzian terms, the strongest
form of war. Despite the military advantages peculiar to a
defensive strategy and the moral advantage of fighting to
defend hearth and home, the Confederacy was in a disad-
vantageous position.

Economically the Rebel states were the poor cousins of
the Union, particularly in terms of those heavy industries
important to a war effort. Northern factories produced 97
percent of the nation’s fircarms and 96 percent of the na-
tion’s railroad equipment. The North was agriculturally in-
dependent as well as industrially self-sufficient. In the
South, the economy revolved around the production of cot-
ton and tobacco for export. Perhaps most important, the
North had a comprehensive rail system, while the South
had a series of independent railroads built primarily to get
plantation products to port cities. Only one trunk rail line
connected the far-flung eastern and western Rebel states.

Manpower and political organization were also areas of
Rebel weakness. Many figures have been used to estimate
Northern and Southern manpower ratios. Some authorities
count the slave population and others do not. Still others
treat slaves as less than a full person available for combat,
but still count them an advantage because of the work they
accomplished on the home front. All things considered, the
best estimate of relative combat potential seems about five
to two. Added to the South’s manpower problem was its
fragmented command of available manpower. The Confed-
eracy was built on the concept of states’ rights. The Rebel
government never achieved the required centralized control
over Confederate assets and never achieved an effective
centralized command structure for its military forces.

The Confederate problem was to defend a vast territory

100



CIVIL WAR

despite the disadvantages of an inferior economic base and
lesser manpower. Union forces could attack from many
directions (Lincoln’s strategy) and the Rebels could not be
strong everywhere. One solution to the dilemma was to
obtain foreign allies much in the manner of the rebels dur-
ing the American Revolution. Cotton, needed by the fac-
tories in Europe, offered an economic bargaining chip.
However, Europeans would not back a sure loser on the
battlefield. Thus it was incumbent upon Southern armies
to demonstrate their viability.

Robert E. Lee, first as the military adviser to Confederate
President Jefferson Davis and later as commander of the
Army of Northern Virginia, settled upon an offensive-de-
fensive strategy. Although strategically on the defensive, the
Rebel armies would often be tactically on the offensive. By
taking the offensive, Lee hoped to dictate the time and place
of battle. By controlling the flow of events, Lee hoped to
offset Union advantages in manpower and materiel. Ad-
ditionally, tactical victories, particularly successful forays
into Union territory, could set the stage for intervention by
sympathetic foreign governments.

As a result, after fending off Union attacks toward Rich-
mond, Lee invaded the Union, first Maryland and later
Pennsylvania. Both expeditions ended in disastrous losses
for both sides, but losses that the Confederacy could afford
less considering its manpower disadvantage. Meanwhile, in
the West, the Union captured the length of the Mississippi
River and began a methodical campaign to seize Chatta-
nooga and Atlanta.

Lee has also been criticized for a Richmond or Virginia
fixation. While he concentrated his attention on this area,
the Confederacy was destroyed from another direction.
Such a fixation would be normal for Lee as he was a Vir-
ginian. He resigned from a senior post in the US Army to
offer his services to his state, not to the Confederacy. Such
a fixation was a consequence of the concept of states’ rights.

It must be said in Lee’s defense, however, that the aban-
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donment of the Confederate capital without a spirited de-
fense would have been looked upon unfavorably by possible
foreign allies and certainly would have demoralized the
home front. Virginia was the most important and most
prosperous of the Confederate states and its return to the
Union had it not been defended would have been a political
and military disaster of the first magnitude.

Lee’s offensive-defensive strategy led to terrible and irre-
placeable losses during his forays into the North. Thus the
battlefield execution of these plans left much to be desired,
but the basic strategy was probably correct considering the
circumstances. Lee had to make some attempt to control
the pace and place of the action or risk being overwhelmed
and outmaneuvered by vastly superior resources.

Political Considerations

As the previous discussion indicates, the line between
purely military and purely political considerations was va-
gue and shifting. The result was inevitably some level of
tension between political and military leadership on both
sides and a certain amount of what one might call the “low
politics” of war (marked by petty bickering, political pos-
turing, and the like). At the same time, the ‘high politics™
of war that influences the selection of appropriate military
strategies can be seen in the major campaigns and battles
of the war.

Low politics, which military people refer to derisively as
political interference in military operations and which is
generally what the military means when it talks about “po-
litical wars,” was an integral part of the conflict. The Union
side probably had the more severe problem, partly because
President Lincoln was not himself a military man and did
not fully comprehend the military mind (a problem so se-
vere that he had to appoint Gen Henry Wager Halleck as
his chief of staff to translate messages to and from his field
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commanders). This lack of communications was most ob-
vious during the Peninsular campaign when McClellan
either misunderstood or ignored Lincoln’s instructions
about how many troops to keep in front of Washington and
then fretted over and demanded more troops. Meanwhile
the president was directing those reinforcements to protect
the capital.

At the same time, President Lincoln had extraordinary
difficulty finding military leadership willing or able to carry
out the types of operations that would achieve the political
objective, especially in the Virginia theater. The Union rec-
ord was abysmal until Grant was transferred from the West
(where, with little publicity, he had been doing quite well).
Before Grant’s elevation the war effort was hampered by
petty squabbling between military and civilian commands
and marred by such unfortunate efforts as Gen John Alex-
ander McClernand privately raising an army and marching
to Vicksburg, expecting to usurp Grant’s command. Tac-
tically, Grant made his share of mistakes (as anyone who
has stood on the Confederate redoubts and redans at Vicks-
burg and looked down the hills that Union troops tried to
assail on 19 and 22 May 1863 can attest); but he understood
the strategic objective of the war and with the considerable
assistance of William T. Sherman and Philip H. Sheridan,
he was able to translate the political objective into a suc-
cessful military objective where others had failed.

In the Southern case, President Davis had graduated
from West Point, seen service in the Mexican War, and
been secretary of war in the James Buchanan administra-
tion. As a result, he considered himself well qualified to
direct the military effort and did so personally. He acted
as commander of all Confederate forces until the war’s wan-
ing months when that title was given to Lee. Although the
overall effect of Davis’s personal level of involvement is
still contested by historians, in one case it proved disas-
trous. Because of mutual antagonism (each thought himself
the other’s intellectual superior), Davis relieved Gen Joseph
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E. Johnston of his command as Sherman was preparing to
assault Atlanta, replacing him with the mercurial Gen John
B. Hood. Hood promptly attacked Sherman and was de-
cisively defeated, paving the way for Sherman’s march to
the sea. Before Lee was given command of all Confederate
forces and could reinstate Johnston, Hood had largely de-
stroyed the Army of Tennessee in futile attacks at Franklin
and Nashville, Tennessee, a loss from which the South could
not recover.

Despite these kinds of political diversion, the war was
fought with more important political considerations in
mind. Domestically, a major concern throughout the war
was influencing public opinion in the North. Since the war
was not particularly popular and there was a sizable peace
movement in the North, a prime Southern purpose in fol-
lowing a strategy of attrition was to drag out the war to the
point that Northern cost-tolerance, always a fragile com-
modity, would be exceeded and the Union would simply
quit the contest (a strategy closely paralleling that of Wash-
ington during the Revolution and subsequently used against
the United States by North Vietnam). In other words, the
South did not need to win the war to achieve its inde-
pendence; rather, it needed to avoid losing only long enough
for Northern public opinion to turn decisively against the
war. Had it not been for the succession of Southern military
reverses beginning at Gettysburg and Vicksburg and cul-
minating with the fall of Atlanta (which all observers con-
sider to have been pivotal to Lincoln’s defeat of the peace
candidate, General McClellan, in the 1864 election), the
strategy might well have succeeded.

Even if the political objective had not suggested a war of
attrition aimed at undermining the Union’s willingness to
persevere, the South’s physical circumstances made such an
approach the most reasonable way to fight. Fighting on the
defensive meant the North, which had to attack and destroy
the Confederate armies to win, would be fighting away from
home in hostile, unfamiliar territory, which was bound to
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create military and morale problems. At the same time,
fighting on both the strategic and tactical defensive was
likely to eventuate in low casualties for the manpower-poor
South, especially given the emphasis on frontal assaults at
the tactical level. The Battle of Fredericksburg and Joe
Johnston’s delaying campaign between Chattanooga and
Atlanta were classic instances of this philosophy in action.

There were, of course, variant opinions about how to
achieve the political objective, most notably Lee’s concept
of the offensive-defensive. Beyond its sheerly military as-
pects as already described, this strategy sought to have a
political impact as well, attacking Northern morale by dem-
onstrating Northern vulnerability to attack. The purpose of
invading the North was, of course, not conquest, an objec-
tive clearly beyond the Confederacy’s political aim as well
as its military ability. Rather, part of the purpose was dem-
onstration: in the 1862 invasion of Maryland to show for-
eign governments the Confederacy was a military force
worthy of recognition; in the 1863 Pennsylvania campaign
to put a major federal city (Philadelphia, Baltimore, or even
Washington) in danger and hence to stir antiwar sentiment;
or in Jubal Early’s dash to within five and a half miles of
the Capitol to shock the North. With the perfect vision of
hindsight one can, of course, question the wisdom of this
approach since each venture was militarily thwarted, failed
in its demoralizing mission, and cost the South irreplace-
able troops.

If the South’s purpose was to exceed Union cost-toler-
ance, Lincoln’s problem was how to avoid that fate. As
suggested already, he was hampered early in the contest by
the absence of a compelling political objective around
which to unite his population and the inability to identify
competent commanders. The ideal solution would have
been a quick and decisive victory that would nominally test
popular will, and it was this hope that gave rise to cries of
“On to Richmond” and that eventuated in Irvin Mc-
Dowell’s humiliating rout at First Manassas. Once that con-
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frontation convinced both sides they would need to
organize real armies for a protracted war, Lincoln’s major
need was for victories that would show progress toward the
desired end, but for the first two years of combat, the only
successes were in the western theater, whereas the Army of
the Potomac faced a seemingly invincible force in Lee’s
Army of Northern Virginia.

The differing levels of support for the war in the North
and South and the delicacy of Lincoln’s problem in main-
taining public willingness to continue are well illustrated
by the two sides’ approach to conscription. In the South
where the war was very popular, a universal conscription
system was quickly adopted and effectively enforced, with
the result that approximately 80 percent of eligible males
either volunteered or were drafted into the service. By con-
trast the Lincoln government was reluctant to institute any
kind of draft early in the war for fear of antiwar backlash.
Instead it relied on appeals to governors to raise volunteer
militia units to meet manpower needs. This system had
serious military disadvantages. Usually the units were or-
ganized by local politicians who had no military experience,
but who were elected as commanders. At the same time,
since these troops arrived as units, they could not be in-
tegrated into existing veteran units, meaning the Union was
constantly fighting with inexperienced units and veteran
units were perpetually undermanned. When a conscription
system was finally introduced, political necessity (the draft’s
unpopularity) required that it be easy to avoid. Thus the
system featured multiple sources of exemption and a draftee
could meet his commitment by hiring someone to take his
place. Only about 6 percent of Union forces in the war were
conscripts, yet even this limited form of draft resulted in
numerous riots.

International politics was also a concern. The major issue
was recognition of the Confederacy by the European pow-
ers, and it was important for both symbolic and material
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reasons. Symbolically, recognition would create legitimacy
for the Confederate government as the representative of a
sovereign nation-state, meaning that, in international legal
terms, reunion could only be achieved by aggression across
an international border. The US government’s legal justi-
fication for the war rested on refusal to recognize the right
to secede, meaning that its military action was legally no
more than restoration of order within territory still part of
the nation. Recognition of the South by third parties would
have brought that rationalization into question and
strengthened the case for the Northern peace movement.

Materially, the Confederacy needed recognition to ensure
continuing trading relations with Britain and France, the
traditional consumers of Southern cotton. Both countries
were major processors of cotton, but more important, they
were potential suppliers of armaments Southern industry
could not produce in adequate supply. Recognizing this
weakness of the Southern economy, the Union blockaded
Southern ports, both to deny the Confederacy access to
outside supply and to ensure that European ships would be
subject to seizure in the event they tried to trade with the
South.

There were, at the outset, considerable temptations for
the British and French to offer recognition. Both countries
were heavily dependent on Southern cotton for their textile
industries and the plantation system provided a good mar-
ket for European goods, especially luxury items. Freedom
from protective tariffs erected for the benefit of Northern
industry and from having to ship cotton to market on Amer-
ican ships would mean lower cotton prices. Thus trade
could be expected to expand. Moreover, there was growing
recognition that an expanding United States would become
a power to be reckoned with sometime in the future. Frag-
menting that developing giant into two smaller and weaker
states had its own independent appeal.

The Confederate leadership tried to push the British and
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French governments to grant recognition, and a lively com-
petition between Union and Confederate diplomats in Eu-
ropean capitals ensued. The Southern strategy for forcing
positive decisions revolved around using “King Cotton” as
a weapon, but the strategy proved disastrous. To create
pressure in London and Paris, the Confederacy decided to
withhold the 1861 cotton crop from the market, letting it
pile up on Southern wharves until diplomatic recognition
occurred. Although getting that crop past the Union “paper
blockade” would have been relatively easy in 1861 (thus
gaining needed foreign capital to buy weapons), by 1862
the blockade was real and cotton’s commercial potential
was greatly reduced. In effect the South squandered a year’s
crop and the profits it could have brought. As the blockade
tightened, Britain turned to and nurtured cotton production
in its colonies (especially Egypt and India) so that by war’s
end, dependency on Southern cotton had largely evapo-
rated. At the same time, the Union expanded its midwest-
ern grain trade with Europe. King Corn replaced King
Cotton.

The Confederacy also had to establish its political via-
bility before European nations would recognize the young
government. To do so required demonstrating the ability
to resist reunion, which translated into appearing to be a
military winner. It is generally conceded that demonstrating
that capacity was a major reason that Lee decided to extend
his unsuccessful 1862 campaign into the North. If Confed-
erate armies could successfully forge their way into Union
territory, it was reasoned, their prowess would be estab-
lished and European qualms would be overcome. When
McClellan stopped the Confederate advance at Antietam
and forced the Army of Northern Virginia to retreat back
across the Potomac, that hope went aglimmering, as did
the chances of European recognition of the Confederacy.
Lincoln’s declaration of the Emancipation Proclamation
provided the final coffin nails for those hopes.
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Military Technology and Technique

Civil War armies were the first to benefit significantly
from the fruits of the industrial revolution. Although often
called the first modern war because of the nature of the
implements used, in truth the war served as bloody tran-
sition from the limited wars of the eighteenth century to
the mechanized wars of the twentieth century. The contrasts
between the old and the new were particularly stark. Steam
power, particularly the railroads, was one of the ingredients
critical to victory, but reliance on muscle power remained
pervasive. Impersonal and unseen military staff work was
critically important to the successful operation of mass arm-
ies and yet so was the personal leadership and bravery of
frontline commanders. The “indirect approach’ exempli-
fied by deft maneuvering of troops was common and yet
so were old-fashioned and bloody frontal assaults. The Civil
War was warfare in transition.

The most influential technological development was not
a weapon but a means of transportation. Railroads changed
the face of warfare. For the first time mass armies could
be rapidly transported over vast distances and could be kept
well supplied over those same distances. Armies could
quickly concentrate for attack or quickly reinforce for de-
fense. For example, at First Manassas (Bull Run) a Southern
railroad brought fresh troops to the battlefield from the
Shenandoah Valley to save the day for the Rebel forces.

Railroads made possible a vast expansion in the scope
of war. Unlike the individual small battlefields of the past,
the Civil War featured separate and far-flung theaters of
war, each populated by mass armies transported and sup-
plied by rail. The addition of the telegraph meant that not
only could mass armies fight across vast areas, they could
also be centrally controlled in a common coordinated effort.
Railroads offered considerable advantages in mobility and
speed, but with these advantages came considerable “bag-
gage.” Because of their importance to both sides, strategy
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began to revolve around rail lines. Armies in the field be-
came tied to rail lifelines and thus had to protect those
lifelines at all costs. Often offensive maneuvers were aimed
at seizing or cutting vital enemy rail links while defensive
maneuvers were often aimed at protecting those same life-
lines. Thus such relatively insignificant (at the time) settle-
ments as Chattanooga, Atlanta, and Petersburg became
vitally important because they were major railroad junc-
tions. Although railroads may have been the most impor-
tant technological advance, the industrial revolution did not
overlook improvements in the tools of war themselves.

The standard infantry weapon remained the single-shot,
muzzle-loaded weapon. However, the Civil War weapon
had a rifled barrel giving it much greater accuracy over a
much longer range than smoothbore weapons used previ-
ously. The most common rifle had a .58-caliber bore and
was fired using a percussion cap. Although it had a 1,500-
yard range, it was most effective and quite accurate at 500
yards, a tenfold increase over Revolutionary War smooth-
bore weapons. Until the invention of the so-called minié
ball, muzzle-loading rifles had a very slow rate of fire be-
cause of the difficulty in forcing the tight-fitting bullet down
the rifled barrel when reloading. But the hollow-based minié
ball was made 1/100 of an inch narrower than the bore
since the base would expand to fit the barrel when the pow-
der charge exploded. Thus the minié ball could be loaded
into a rifle as quickly as a musket ball could be loaded into
a smoothbore weapon.

Both breech- and magazine-loaded weapons had come
into use before the Civil War. The Sharps and early Win-
chester rifles and the Hall and Spencer carbines were all in
private use. They were also used to a limited extent by the
contending Blue and Gray armies. However, neither gov-
ernment chose to make them a standard weapon because
of the extensive retooling time and expense required to
convert government production facilities.

The standard artillery pieces of the Civil War were the
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6-pounder bronze gun and the 12-pounder howitzer. Al-
though really effective only at close range (less than half a
mile), these smoothbore guns remained effective anti-in-
fantry weapons using grapeshot. Rifled artillery pieces were
also used but in far fewer numbers. Although they were
much more accurate at longer ranges, they could not be
sighted accurately against distant targets. More important,
the rifled shell had a relatively small explosive charge, an
important factor when the enemy is well dug in.

The Civil War saw numerous other advances in the tech-
nology of war. The first rapid-fire weapons (based on Rich-
ard Jordan Gatling’s concept of revolving barrels) saw
limited service during this conflict, as did a primitive sub-
marine. Neither had a significant impact upon the war’s
prosecution or outcome.

However, the use of armored ships not only had consid-
erable impact but also foreshadowed the all-steel fleets that
would become standard by the end of the century. Armor
more than proved its worth in combat and made unpro-
tected wooden-hulled vessels obsolete for close combat. The
design of the Northern ironclad “monitors” with their re-
volving gun turrets was the first attempt at a design that,
in modified form, would become standard in the age of the
great battleships.

The technology placed in service on the battlefield during
the Civil War significantly changed the techniques used in
battle, the results achieved, and the overall strategies of
armies. More important, perhaps, the importance of the
economic base of the successful prosecution of war became
clearly evident.

The use of rifled infantry weapons with their highly ac-
curate fire at long range meant that the linear infantry tac-
tics of the eighteenth century and the Napoleonic era would
have to change. In that earlier era, accurate fire extended
only to about 50 yards, meaning that attacking formations
could move close to the defenders with some degree of
impunity. Now, however, infantry was under constant and
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accurate fire while still hundreds of yards distant from the
intended goal. The close-order formations of the previous
age were suicidal and quickly disappeared. Officers still
attempted to align the looser formations to a certain degree
in both offensive and defensive modes. On the offensive,
a reasonably straight wave of attackers would increase the
shock effect when the attackers struck the defender’s lines
and allow the defender little opportunity to reinforce points
of breakthrough. On the defensive, aligned troops could
increase the effectiveness of volley fire.

Infantry, whether attacking or defending, went to ground
to avoid the accurate long-range fire of opponents. On the
defensive, breastworks became the order of the day. On the
offensive, ““attack by rushes” eventually became a common
practice. Infantry would charge forward and then fall to the
ground after a short rush. They would regain their feet for
another short rush and then again seek cover. The objective
was, of course, to reduce exposure to hostile fire.

In the Civil War firepower dominated the battlefield.
Casualty rates increased dramatically with instances of 80-
percent casualties in a given unit during a single engage-
ment. Today such a casualty rate would be shocking. The
impact during the Civil War was even greater considering
the primitive medical treatment available. A serious wound
in the trunk of the body was likely to be fatal. Serious
wounds in the limbs usually resulted in amputation. To
make matters worse, the causes of infection had not been
discovered. Surgeons typically did not clean their instru-
ments before or between operations, and the result was
added suffering and death. The army of survivors maimed
by the surgeon’s knife were an embittering postwar legacy
that hindered the process of reunification.

All of these factors led to the inescapable conclusion that
“modern war,” as practiced during this period, depended
upon a strong economic base. Mass armies required mas-
sive amounts of weapons, munitions, and other supplies.
(Munitions were required in previously undreamed of
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quantities because of the size of armies and because longer
range weapons were fired more often both on the offensive
and on the defensive.) Such massive amounts of weapons
and munitions could not be provided by cottage industry.
Moreover, the armor of ships and the heavy equipment
required to operate railroads could be provided only by an
industrialized economy.

Because of these factors, the Confederacy was in an al-
most untenable position. The South had almost no heavy
industry (the exception being the Tredegar Iron Works in
Richmond), and perhaps worse, it did not have a first-class
rail system. The South trailed in even such mundane re-
quirements as the production of uniforms. Although blessed
with an abundance of the raw material (cotton), Southern
uniforms were handmade. In the North, the Howe sewing
machine and the McKay shoe-stitcher manufactured uni-
forms in great quantity. Considering the Confederate dis-
advantages, it is amazing that the Southerners were able to
resist as long as they did.

Military Conduct

Tradition has it that one Edmund Ruffin, a Confederate
firebrand from Virginia, fired the first shell at Fort Sumter
in Charleston Harbor and thus the first shot in the Civil
War. The time was 4:30 A.M. on Friday, 12 April 1861.
Federal authority was physically challenged, shot and shell
were used against Union soldiers; there was no turning
back. The Confederate commissioners sent to Washington
by Jefferson Davis to negotiate a settlement short of war
had been rebuffed and departed from the Union capital on
the day before the guns fired upon the beleaguered fortress
in Charleston Harbor.

That first battle was not much of a contest and not much
of a battle. Despite 34 hours of bombardment, not a single
soldier was killed. Fires threatened the powder magazine
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in the fort and forced the garrison’s commander to surren-
der. The first battle was over quickly and almost painlessly,
a clear victory for the Rebel forces.

Lincoln moved rapidly to prepare the Union for war. On
15 April he declared that an insurrection existed and called
out 75,000 militia from the various Northern states. On
the 19th he declared a naval blockade of the Confederacy.
In May Winfield Scott proposed his Anaconda Plan, and
federal troops began massing in the Washington area. By
July an impatient Lincoln was more than ready for his army
to move south. “On to Richmond’ was the cry. The Con-
federate legislature was due to meet in Richmond on 20
July, and Union patriots wanted to overrun the new Rebel
capital before the meeting took place.

General McDowell and his Union Army departed their
base on the Potomac on 16 July and proceeded toward
Manassas, Virginia, to face the first obstacle on the road
to Richmond, Gen P. G. T. Beauregard and his Rebel army
(at that time called the Army of the Potomac—a name
quickly discarded and, ironically, adopted by the Union).
McDowell outnumbered Beauregard 35,000 to 20,000, but
west of Manassas in the Shenandoah Valley, Gen Joseph
E. Johnston had 12,000 Confederates ready. Leaving a
small covering force to demonstrate and deceive the local
Union commander, Johnston’s forces boarded trains on the
Manassas Gap Railroad and arrived at Manassas in time
to tip the scales in favor of the Confederates. Among those
who came with Johnston was one Thomas J. Jackson, who
during this battle earned the nickname “Stonewall” for his
fortitude under heavy fire as he rallied retreating Confed-
erate units.

The battle was fought on 12 July 1861. Initially, Mc-
Dowell’s forces were successful and the Rebel forces fell
back (it was Jackson’s famous action of standing fast “like
a stone wall” that helped to stop the retreat). Regrouping,
Beauregard and Johnston counterattacked, and the Union
forces began to fall back. Green Union troops turned an

114



CIVIL WAR

orderly retreat into a disorganized rout as they fled toward
Washington amid bag, baggage, and the many spectators
from the capital who had come to see the expected great
victory. Had the Southern forces been able to mount an
organized pursuit, it is entirely possible they could have
swept into the Union capital. McDowell’s forces were cer-
tainly in no condition to offer an effective resistance.

This first Battle of Manassas (also called Bull Run after
the creek running through the area) foreshadowed much of
what was to come. It was the first indicator that Union
victory would be difficult and lengthy. McDowell’s rout
highlighted the need for training, discipline, and better lead-
ership. First Manassas (there would be another battle in
this same area) also indicated how costly the war would be.
In this brief battle, the combined casualties numbered
nearly 5,000 and both sides ended where they started.
McDowell’s forces licked their wounds (physical and men-
tal) on the Potomac while the victorious Rebels remained
in northern Virginia.

Few major battles were fought in the eastern theater until
the spring of 1862, as Lincoln and his generals argued over
what course of action they should follow. In February 1862,
however, the focus of the struggle shifted to the western
theater. There, Union Brig Gen Ulysses S. Grant moved
boldly to seize Confederate Forts Henry and Donelson on
the Cumberland and Tennessee rivers and thus began clear-
ing the upper reaches of the Mississippi River and its trib-
utaries. Grant’s victories were the opening salvos in the
campaign that would seal the Confederacy’s doom.

Although the battles for Forts Henry and Donelson were
important steps in clearing the upper Mississippi, their
principal importance was in raising Grant to prominence.
While better known Union gene