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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis analyzes the strategies and tactics of the armies involved in the American 

Civil War, with a particular focus on Confederate infantry tactics. The first two chapters focus on 

the first three years of the war, analyzing the goals of the Confederates, the origins of the 

offensive tactics they used on the battlefield to accomplish these goals and the results of those 

tactics. The second half of the thesis examines events in the last years of the war. It investigates 

the causes of the Confederate shift from the tactical offensive to the tactical defensive and the 

impact of that change on the conduct of the war. Using casualty figures and battle plans from 

significant battles to demonstrate my point, I argue that Confederate tactics came not from a 

myriad of sources and teachings but only from one, Antoine-Henri Baron de Jomini’s The Art of 

War. I then argue that the change in the later years came almost solely from a singular cause, 

namely a West Point curriculum introduced in 1832. Furthermore I argue that this shift in tactics 

marks the first emergence of a new, more modern style of warfare. 

 

Written under the direction of  

Dr. Andrew De La Garza 

Division of Social Sciences 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction, Literature Review and the reasons for the 

Southern Offensive Mindset. 

In 1861, South Carolinian militia attacked the United States federal military base 

of Fort Sumter. This attack would mark the beginning of the conflict known as the 

American Civil War (often known in the United States as simply, “The Civil War”). The 

conflict would go on to be the bloodiest war in American history and the last to feature 

large land armies battling on American soil. 

The place and effect of the United States Civil War on the evolution of military 

tactics and grand strategy is much debated. Some people see it as the harbinger of a new 

age of warfare. They argue that the Civil War marks a drastic shift in the way wars were 

fought, being both the cause of several changes in the way wars were fought and a large-

scale showcase for changes that had already occurred since the last large-scale war 

between Western powers. They argue that warfare in the ages of exploration and empires 

(roughly 1300AD – 1850AD) was profoundly different from warfare in the age of 

industry (1850AD – 1950AD), and they argue that the Civil War was the period in which 

this shift occurred.  

Wars in the ages of exploration and empires were fought between relatively small 

professional armies of long-serving soldiers and were typically won by one opponent 
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dramatically outmaneuvering another; bringing a large portion of his army to bear upon a 

small portion of his opponents, then as a result decisively defeating his army in battle. 

After said decisive defeat, the loser had insufficient forces to resist the victor and would 

be forced to sue for peace. Indeed, any student of history probably has the names of a 

dozen such decisive battles memorized, as that is generally how wars were won and lost. 

In contrast, wars in the age of industry were fought by very large armies of citizen 

soldiers equipped with mass-produced weapons churned out by the fires of industry. The 

era of the decisive battle was over, for if one army was ever entirely defeated, the military 

industrial complex could simply produce more weapons and equip another army of 

citizen soldiers to replace it. During this era, wars were only won by eliminating the 

enemy’s capacity to produce more soldiers and weapons.  This was done by capturing or 

destroying his industrial base, or by a long grinding war of attrition in which the number 

of enemy soldiers and weapons destroyed on average exceeded the capacity to replace 

them. 

Another key element in the way the Civil War was fought that is widely regarded 

as a paradigm shift is the first large-scale use of railroads in warfare. It is generally 

agreed that the United States was the first country to make large-scale use of the railroads 

to quickly transport and supply troops in battle. Jay Luvaas, author of The Military 

Legacy of the Civil War: The European Inheritance, argued that in addition to simply 

using the railroads in a revolutionary manner, the Americans were the first to create 

specialized engineering branches in their armies to quickly construct and repair railroads 

in order to be able to fully supply a force no matter what its position in the field. These 
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engineers were able to construct railroads and bridges in remarkably short time, allowing 

large armies to operate in areas that were formerly inaccessible. The activities of the 

Corps of Engineers during the Civil War greatly raised the Corps’ prestige and 

transformed the role of engineers in Western armies from being one of merely engaging 

in siege and counter siege activity to one of everyday integration with strategy and 

tactics.1 

Historians such as Thomas Harry Williams and David Donald who argue that the 

Civil War was the bifurcation point between these two styles of warfare note that Lee 

was able to drive the Union forces from the field again and again, but was never able to 

gain any sort of lasting benefit from these victories, like Napoleon was able to do when 

he drove his enemies from the field. They conclude that the Civil War was not won by a 

decisive battle, but by a combination of Grant’s constant battles of attrition against Lee in 

Virginia, and by Sherman’s conquests of the Deep South, destroying its economic base. 

In essence, this was a combination of the two ways of winning industrial warfare 

described earlier.2 3 4 

 Tying in with this debate, many historians, such as J. F. C. Fuller, and others 

argue that the Civil War marks a natural shift back from the power of the tactical 

                                                            
1 Jay Luvass. The Military Legacy of the Civil War: The European Inheritance. (Lawrence: University 
Press of Kansas) 1988. 

2 Harry T. Williams The Return of Jomini: Some Thoughts on Recent Civil War Writing." (Military Affairs 
39, no. 4 1975) 204-6. 

3 Harry T. Williams Lincoln and His Generals. (New York: Knopf, 1952) 

4 Donald, David Herbert. Lincoln. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1995. 
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offensive to the power of the tactical defensive.5 They say that battles in the Civil War 

simply could not be won by out-maneuvering the enemy forces, because defensive forces 

had such intrinsic advantages that could not be overcome, namely the long-range killing 

power and accuracy of the rifle and the ability to fire said rifle from a place of 

concealment or protection. Because of this, it was virtually impossible to inflict a 

decisive defeat upon one’s enemies.  While most historians recognize that the era was 

over of mass column bayonet charges or charges by cavalry wielding cold steel against 

defended positions winning the battle or indeed even being very effective at all for an 

army, there are a large number of historians who argue that this shift had not occurred 

with regards to all infantry assault tactics. They argue that although infantry assaults of 

all kinds were generally unsuccessful in America, the reason for the failure of the 

American armies who attempted to utilize the Napoleonic style of warfare came not from 

some drastic paradigm shift from one era of warfare to another, but from key differences 

between conditions in America and conditions in Europe.6 7 

 There is no question that the South chose a policy of tactical offense during the 

early stages of the Civil War. They indeed remained on the tactical offensive throughout 

most of the war, often to their disadvantage, until their numerical inferiority and the fact 

that 1/3 of their landmass was already occupied by the Union made such a choice 

                                                            
5 J. F. C. Fuller A Military History of the Western World. Vol. 3, From the Seven Days Battle, 1862, to the 
Battle of Leyte Gulf, 1944.(New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1956) 

6 Earl J. Hess. The Rifle Musket in Civil War Combat: Reality and Myth. (Lawrence: University Press of 
Kansas, 2008) 

7 Walter Earl Pittman. “Tullahoma: Terrain and Tactics in the American Civil War.” In Fields of Battle: 
Terrain in Military History, edited by Peter Doyle and Matthew R. Bennett, 99-115. (London: Kluwer 
Academic, 2002.) 
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impossible. The reasons for them making this choice, however, are more debatable, with 

various historians putting forward a myriad of different cultural, historical, demographic, 

and geographic reasons.  

          It is generally agreed by most Civil War historians that generals in the conflict 

attempted to emulate Napoleonic tactics in an effort to achieve the decisive style of 

victory that he did. Napoleon was an incredibly successful general, not only in that he 

was able to inflict decisive defeats on numerous enemy armies, but also that he often 

managed to do it against armies that were larger than his own. The exact principles of his 

tactics are still debated to this day. Since Napoleon and his generals were constantly at 

war, they were never able write down their tactics themselves. Lacking a definitive 

account, one had to try to deduce his tactics by looking at each battle and his 

correspondence to try to figure out what he was thinking. Here is a brief outline of the 

general principles of Napoleonic Warfare: 

Step 1: The army is split into however many detachments are necessary to move quickly 

and remain supplied. These detachments remain very close to one another and in constant 

communication so that they may mass together as quickly as necessary. 

Step 2: Cavalry detachments would screen the entire army in order to try to reconnoiter 

the enemy’s army while screening and disguising the position of one’s own army. 

Step 3: Once the enemy’s forces are located, the army is massed and moved to engage a 

single detachment of the enemy force on preferable ground and/or by surprise. It was 

often possible to force the enemy army to give battle on favorable ground by strategically 
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outflanking them and cutting them off from reinforcements or supplies, and this was 

indeed the sought-after outcome. 

Step 4: Once battle is joined, one part of the army engages one part of the enemy in order 

to fix it in place. 

Step 5: Using either natural screening, such as a well-placed hill or forest, or man-made 

screening, such as a cavalry detachment or a unit of skirmishers, a unit of the army moves 

in secret in order to be able to be able to flank or attack the part of the enemy army 

currently fixed in place from favorable ground. Hopefully the enemy infantry adopts a 

square formation to protect against the cavalry. During this time artillery is focused upon 

the part of the enemy army in question. 

Step 6: After sufficient firepower is dealt from the massed muskets or cannons to cause 

the enemy army to become disordered, a bayonet charge is ordered to rout the enemy. 

Step 7: Cavalry assist infantry forces in chasing down the retreating enemy and 

exploiting the breakthrough. 

Step 8: The above is repeated against any other detachments of the enemy’s army in 

order to defeat them all in detail.8 

After these steps – if executed properly of course – the enemy is left with no army to 

resist and is forced to sue for peace.  

                                                            
8 W.J. Wood paraphrasing J.F.C. Fuller in Civil War Generalship: The Art of Command. (Westport, CN: 
Praeger, 1997.) 
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 The problem, however, is that the Americans did not have a definitive account by 

Napoleon or any of his generals, nor any detail of the battles as we do today.  Therefore, 

they, like any general attempting to emulate Napoleonic tactics at the time, were forced to 

utilize secondary sources. 

By far the most widely read of these secondary sources in America were the 

writings of Antoine Henri de Jomini, a French general that wrote about his experiences 

under Napoleon and ended up switching allegiance to the Russians in 1813. His book, A 

Summary of the Art of War, was a required text at the United States Military Academy in 

classes designed for future officers in the decades before the Civil War. However, 

attempting to emulate Napoleonic tactics by putting Jomini’s rules into practice created 

several problems resulting from the differences between Jomini’s maxims and 

Napoleonic strategy. We are able to recognize many of these differences today through 

the benefit of 150 years of additional scholarship. However, back then, especially in 

America, scholarship on Napoleonic strategies was fairly limited. 

Archer Jones, in Jomini and the Strategy of the American Civil War, A 

Reinterpretation, and other works argues that one of the main difficulties the American 

armies had in the beginning in attempting to emulate Jomini was that they fell victim to 

some of the flaws in his writing.9 10 First, rather than being an analysis of the Napoleonic 

                                                            
9Jones, Archer. Jomini and the Strategy of the American Civil War, A Reinterpretation," (Military Affairs 
34, no. 4 1970) 127-31. 
10 Thomas Lawrence Connelly, and Archer Jones. The Politics of Command: Factions and Ideas in 
Confederate Strategy. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1998.) 
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wars, Jones argues that Jomini's writings were in fact mostly based on Frederick the 

Great and involved issuing advice to avoid defeat against multiple separated armies (such 

as those Frederick had to face during the Seven Years War), thus making them over 100 

years out of date. 

Archer Jones goes on to highlight several problems in Jomini’s writings, which he 

argues drastically lowered the effectiveness of the American forces (Union and 

Confederate) during the Civil War. Jones argues that Jomini's writings were not a 

complete set of strategies designed to allow an army to take the offensive and defeat their 

foes, but more a list of various instances in which one should not take the offensive, with 

only a few obvious cases illustrated as instances to attack. Jones argues that this made 

both sides a great deal more reluctant to launch spontaneous offensives to take advantage 

of a weakness in the enemy’s formation. Even the Confederates, who readily sought to 

inflict a decisive defeat upon the enemy, sought only to do so in preplanned manners 

rather than in attacks of opportunity. This caused them to be more passive than they 

should have been, and he agrees with another author W.J. Wood that because of Jomini’s 

writings, both sides missed good opportunities to launch effective counter offensives, 

which in turn made the offensive appear to be a great deal less effective than it could 

have been.  

Another problem Jones and others identify with Jomini is his tendency to jump 

between inflicting defeat on an enemy by defeating his army, and inflicting defeat upon 

him by occupying key areas of land.  They state that Jomini essentially puts forth two 

separate strategies to win a war. One is a classic strategy of meeting and defeating the 
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enemy’s army; the other is a more total war type strategy of occupying the enemy’s land 

and defeating his populace and power base. They go on to state that Jomini does this 

without describing the conditions to pursue each type of victory or describing how to 

seek both at once. Jones argues that this flaw came from Jomini’s observation of the 

problems Napoleon had in Russia and his eventual defeat as a result, and Jomini’s 

inability to reconcile this defeat, which was not a result of any decisive battle, with all of 

Napoleon’s earlier victories against other countries, which were the result of decisive 

battles. Jones argues that part of the problem, because Jomini never attempted to 

reconcile these two strategies, was that Civil War generals attempting to follow his 

teachings ended up being rather schizophrenic. Some were rejoicing over outflanking and 

being able to occupy key territories without fighting the enemy, with others only seeking 

to meet the enemy and defeat his armies. Jones argues that until Generals Grant and 

Sherman, leaders remained confused as to how to integrate the two strategies. 

Jones specifically highlights that Jomini's works were horribly out of date 

concerning the increased ability to coordinate and communicate and the increased 

mobility that came about because of the telegraph and the railroad. Jones identifies the 

main problem this creates on the Civil War battlefield is dealing with multiple 

detachments of the same army. At the time of Jomini’s writings, there was no way to 

coordinate multiple detachments effectively. Jones argues that as Jomini wrote primarily 

about Frederick the Great, his focus was on how to defeat multiple armies in detail. As 

such, when attempting to apply his theories into practice against Union armies, which did 

often split up, the South expected to be able to confront the various detachments one by 

one and defeat them in detail. However, due to increased mobility provided by the 
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railroad and increased communication provided by the telegraph, it was very difficult to 

actually catch a detachment completely by itself and unaware. Although the South, 

influenced by Jomini's writings, believed they could catch a detachment and defeat it 

decisively and kept striving to do so, the fact was (as Jones argues), the time for that style 

of warfare had passed.  

As for the Union, Jones argues that their initial passiveness was mostly due to an 

attempt to follow Jomini's strategic maxims as well. Jones states that the early Union 

commanders were terrified of the possibility of their spread-out armies (something which 

Jomini strongly cautioned against) being defeated one by one. Therefore, they would 

retreat at the first sign of trouble, even after initial successes, in fear of being defeated, 

and thus they were never able to utilize the advantages multiple detachments gave to 

them.11 

Several authors, such as Grady McWhiney and Perry Jamieson in Attack and Die: 

Civil War Military Tactics and the Southern Heritage, argue that the South adopted the 

policy of the offensive not only due to the successes of Napoleon, but due to the very 

recent success of such tactics in the Mexican American War, in which small American 

armies decisively defeated larger Mexican armies.12 13 Most of the commanding officers 

of the Civil War participated in the Mexican American War as junior officers, in 

                                                            
11Archer Jones. Civil War Command and Strategy: The Process of Victory and Defeat. New York: Free 
Press, 1992) 

12 Grady McWhiney, and Perry D. Jamieson. Attack and Die: Civil War Military Tactics and the Southern 
Heritage. (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1984) 

13 Perry D. Jamieson “The Development of Civil War Tactics.” PhD diss., Wayne State University, 1979. 
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particular Robert E. Lee, George Meade, Ulysses S. Grant, and Thomas "Stonewall" 

Jackson. They accompanied General Scott during his campaign in southern Mexico, in 

which 8,500 defeated 12,000 Mexican soldiers under Santa Anna by consistently 

attacking using Napoleonic methods. For example, at the Battle of Cerro Gordo in which 

8,000 Americans engaged 7,200 Mexicans, Captain Robert E. Lee (the famous general to 

be) located a mountain trail allowing the Americans to come around on the flank of the 

Mexicans and attack them by surprise.14 This gained the Americans a decisive victory in 

which half the Mexican army surrendered with only 430 American casualties. Eventually 

these tactics were able to force a complete Mexican surrender, allowing the Americans to 

occupy Mexico City and end the war. 

The question explored by most historians is not why the South tried to emulate 

Napoleon through Jomini, but why did the South choose to remain on the offensive, even 

when such a tactic proved to be extremely costly in terms of casualties, and after such 

tactics had failed to produce a decisive victory for either side? 

W.J. Wood in Civil War Generalship: The Art of Command argues that the South 

continued to remain on the offensive because driving the enemy from the field was 

necessary to keep morale up in the Confederacy, whose citizens found their lives getting 

increasingly difficult due to the Northern blockade and other economic factors. He also 

argues that part of the reason they remained on the offensive was because they correctly 

recognized that the offensive was highly effective when executed properly. However, he 

                                                            
14 Public Broadcasting Service. “The U.S.-Mexican War. War (1846-1848). The Battle of Cerro Gordo | 
PBS” Accessed April 14, 2011. http://www.pbs.org/kera/usmexicanwar/war/cerro_gordo.html. 
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states that due to their failure in understanding Napoleonic tactics, the only such attacks 

that were successful were by chance. 

Wood’s main argument centers on Step 4 and Step 5 of Napoleonic tactics. He 

argues that these two steps were missing from the repertoire of Jomini and hence from 

American commanders as well.  He argues that American generals were often forced, as 

Lee was at Gettysburg, to guess the weak spot in the enemy line, and as such were 

oftentimes repulsed with heavy losses when said weakness was not made evident. 

Furthermore, Wood argues that the Americans also failed to actively find a way to move 

their troops seeking to attack said weak point secretly. Rather than using natural (woods 

or hills) or manmade (cavalry or skirmisher screen) obstacles to obscure movement, they 

often just did it right in the open, again like Lee at Gettysburg ordering Pickett’s Charge 

across an open field.  

Woods maintains that tactical offensives were generally only successful if they 

managed to accomplish each of these two steps accidentally, i.e., if the troops by chance 

moved behind a hill for their flanking maneuver and by chance managed to attack a weak 

point in the enemy’s line. While Woods states that Lee was actually better than many 

generals in that most of the time he sought to conceal the movement of his flanking 

troops, he points out that Lee rarely made certain that said enemy force was “fixed” 

before launching his assaults. 

In addition to these military reasons for offensive bias, many authors suggest 

several other cultural, demographic, and diplomatic reasons for the Southern offensive 

bias. In Attack and Die, McWhiney and Jamieson argue that the South had a prevailing 
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cultural belief in the superiority and glory of the assault. According to their book, this is 

due to the Celtic cultural heritage of the South amongst the lower classes, and that in 

order to keep up morale, the generals had to remain on the offensive. Morale was a 

critical factor in the South as the Northern blockade caused a great deal of economic 

suffering (runaway inflation) in the South, making it difficult for Southerners to obtain 

even essential foodstuffs. 

            In The Military Legacy of the Civil War: The European Inheritance, Jay Luvaas 

argues that rather than being a cultural heritage primarily coming from the lower classes, 

the cultural pressure to be on the offensive came rather from remnants of the old 

European nobility present in the Southern gentry and generals. He believes this factor, in 

combination with the belief in Napoleonic ideals, made the Southern generals feel as if 

they had to remain on the offensive in order to obtain glory and victory.15 Joseph 

Glatthaar notes in General Lee’s Army that in the Confederacy, both soldiers and 

civilians clamored for active and aggressive campaigns against the Union forces and that 

Lee’s assault against Antietam was celebrated for this reason, despite not accomplishing 

much strategically and resulting in a great deal of casualties for the Confederate forces.16 

The changing dynamic of foreign affairs has also been highlighted as one of the 

reasons the South continued to take the tactical offensive. Originally, the South believed 

in the “Cotton Diplomacy” approach, the idea that cotton was so essential to Europe that 

they would intervene in any war on the side of the Confederacy. As Senator James Henry 

                                                            
15  Jay Luvass. The Military Legacy of the Civil War: The European Inheritance. (Lawrence: University 
Press of Kansas 1988) 

16 Joseph Glatthar. General Lee's Army: From Victory to Collapse. (New York: Free Press, 2008.) 
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Hammond of South Carolina said, “What would happen if no cotton was furnished for 

three years?... England would topple headlong and carry the whole civilized world with 

her save the South. No, you dare not to make war on cotton. No power on the earth dares 

to make war upon it. Cotton is King.”17 Later, however, it was widely recognized that 

King Cotton failed, as Egypt and India began to produce large amounts of cotton to offset 

the loss of Southern production (the South had produced 75% of the world’s cotton prior 

to the war).18  

Southern leaders believed that only a Saratoga-type victory would bring the 

Europeans into war on the side of the Confederacy. As such, Southern generals felt 

forced to remain on the offensive in the hope that achieving some sort of a decisive 

victory over the North would help convince a European power to enter the war on the 

behalf of the South. The entrance of a strong European power on the side of the 

Confederacy was recognized by Confederate leadership as being something that could 

help deliver a Confederate victory in the Civil War. Such an ally became especially 

valuable after it became obvious that the Union was not going to quit after they got their 

nose bloodied a few times in several losses.19 

                                                            
17 James H Hammond Reprinted in Selections from the Letters and Speeches of the Hon. James H. 
Hammond, of South Carolina (New York:   John F. Trow & Co., 1866), pages 311-322. 

18 Frank Lawrence Oswey and Harriet Fason Chappell Owsley. King Cotton Diplomacy: Foreign Relations 
of the Confederate States of America. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1959.)  

 

19 Owsley, Frank Lawrence. and Harriet Fason Chappell Owsley. King Cotton Diplomacy: Foreign 
Relations of the Confederate States of America. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1959.) p369 
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In Retreat to Victory? Confederate Strategy Reconsidered, Robert Tanner20 

argues that the main reason the South had to remain on the strategic offensive was that it

could not afford to give up ground, because to do so would put thousands of 

unrecoverable slaves into the hands of the Union, causing massive economic damage

the South. Slaves were by far the most valuable part of any plantation. As the slave 

was virtually finished by this point, the only way of getting new slaves was by enslaving 

the children of existing slaves. This forced the Confederacy to fight in the northern 

wooded areas of Virginia to prevent the Union from getting to the plantations in the 

lowlands. The South was forced to remain on the offensive in the beginning, in hope of 

drawing the five Border States that did not join the Union but in which slavery was l

(Maryland, Kentucky, West Virginia, Delaware, and Missouri) into the Civil War on the 

side of the Confederacy. The South believed that if they could drive the war into these 

areas, large segments of the populace would rise up in support of their armies (and 

indeed, this did happen to an extent in West Virginia and Missouri, but not in the o
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tates).21
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s 22 

 What I seek to focus on is not why the South originally chose to take the strategic 

offensive, but why in pursuit of that they chose to consistently take the tactical offensive

and furthermore, why they chose to utilize the tactical offensive again and again for the 

first two to three years of the war, even in the face of very high casualties and a failure to 

 
20 Robert G. Tanner Retreat to Victory?: Confederate Strategy Reconsidered. (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly 
Resources, 2001.) 

21 Jones Archer, and Thomas Lawrence Connelly. The Politics of Command: Factions and Ideas in 
Confederate Strategy. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1998) 

22 Archer Jones. Confederate Strategy from Shiloh to Vicksburg. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1991) 
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force any sort of large scale Northern surrender. It is worth noting that even many bat

thought of as victories for Lee resulted in extremely high numbers of casualties. For 

example, in the Seven Days Battles, Confederate forces numbering 92,000 defeated 

Union forces numbering approximately 104,000. However, the Union forces suffered 

only 15,855 casualties (1,734 killed, 8,066 wounded, 6,055 missing/captured), whil

Confederate forces suffered 20,204 casualties (3,494 killed, 15,758 wounded, 952 

missing/captured).

tles 

e 

, the side taking the tactical offensive lost 

more forces than the side on the defensive.24

s 

led 

due to the constant casualties? What training doctrine or belief led them to do this? 

o 

. 

nd 

 two 

                                                           

23 In fact, in 89% of battles

 

So the first question is simply, why did they continue doing this? One must ask 

why did they continue to engage in battles in which they took extremely heavy casualties 

when they had a limited pool of manpower? Why did Lee and other Confederate general

continue attacking from 1861 to 1863 as the size of their armies continuously dwind

The second question is, after all of this stubbornness, what finally caused them t

change? From late 1863 to the end, the Civil War very much resembled World War 1

Lee had stopped attacking in almost all cases and his forces would readily entrench 

themselves and use shovel and axe to create man-made makeshift field fortifications 

wherever they went. The Siege of Atlanta, for example, and the final maneuvering arou

Appomattox Courthouse in Virginia, were almost previews for World War 1 with

 
23 Stephen W. Sears. To the Gates of Richmond: The Peninsula Campaign. (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 
1992.) p343-345 

24 Earl J. Hess The Rifle Musket in Civil War Combat: Reality and Myth. Lawrence: University Press of 
Kansas, 2008. 
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heavily entrenched forces fighting one another. This was in stark contrast to the 

beginning of the war in which troops engaged in no sort of entrenchment and the only 

cover a soldier had on the battlefield was the occasional fence or tree or other type of 

natural (preexisting) entrenchment.  

 

’s 

r, 

eason for their 

erge

 

eon and 

                                                           

What was the cause of this dramatic shift in tactics, especially considering the

strong initial resistance to the style of entrenched warfare?  What caused the tactical 

defensive, something previously regarded as being useless, to become something so 

important that many Union and Confederate generals, such as General Sherman, describe 

the spade to be almost as important a tool of warfare as the rifle?25 Many historians have 

highlighted that the initial entrenchments came about in the Confederate army after Lee

defeat at Gettysburg made it very difficult for him to take the tactical offensive due to 

lack of manpower and the situation of the overall state of war with the Union. Howeve

the exact thought that led to their widespread implementation and the r

em nce only in late 1863 and not earlier is not widely understood. 

  During the Civil War, we see the Confederates not only utilized one type of 

maneuver over and over again, but they utilized it as their primary tactic without fail in

every major battle; this maneuver – the flanking/turning maneuver in which a massed 

infantry offensive is launched against the flank of an opponent’s battle line in an attempt 

to turn the flank and roll up the entire line in one motion - was inspired by Napol

learned by the Confederates through the works of Henri-Antonie Jomini, one of 

 
25 William T.  Sherman, Memoirs of General W. T. Sherman. (New York: Library of America, 1990) 

p 887 
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Napoleon’s commanders who wrote A Summary of the Art of War a book on military 

tactics and strategy. Throughout the early battles of the War, we see that not only do 

Confederate commanders extensively utilize the turning maneuver but they do it by 

dogmatically adhering to Jomini’s maxims and instructions described in A Summary of 

the Art of Wa

the 

r, and furthermore, the only times they break from said maneuver they do it 

 

m 

 rifle 

ines to 

rendering the tactical offensive and the ol

the most 

- to wars of attrition wars determined by a 

country’s manpower and industrial base. 

by the book. 

 Midway through the war a shift away from this tactic occurs; this shift was 

inspired by a curriculum introduced at West Point in 1832 and implemented almost solely

by Commanders who were graduates of West Point after that point. This new curriculu

suggested that one should not retreat before a massed infantry attack even if the force 

attacking far outnumbers the defenders but meet it head on with the firepower of the

and through the use of defensive terrain. Eventually we will see this same group of 

Commanders innovating further by adding entrenchments to reinforce their battle l

meet enemy assaults. These entrenchments signal a change in warfare and end up 

d turning maneuver completely infective. 

The change in warfare is endemic of a greater change to come – no longer does it 

matter with can mass the most men at a battles decisive point but who can mass 

firepower, and furthermore with the emergence of the tactical defensive and its 

ascendancy over the tactical offensive we see a transition in warfare from wars of 

decision – determined by decisive battles 
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During the early years in the Eastern Theater, we see this maneuver being sem

successful in several cases at taking the field from the Union, but in no case is it ab

deal a decisive defeat or even cause an excessive amount of casualties to the Union 

forces; furthermore, its use against foolish Union commanders who make 

i 

le to 

critical 

istakes in battles and a tback 

is 

ortunities to take advantage of it, while their Union 

f the 

ield, assumed a weakness in the 

sive from 

m re far to ready to abandon the field after the slightest se

made the maneuver look a great deal more effective than it actually was. 

 Meanwhile, in the Western Theater, the maneuver was a great deal less 

successful, short of facing foolish Union commanders who make exploitable mistakes, 

Confederate generals Johnson and Bragg faced Union generals Grant and Rosecrans, two 

inventive commanders, who benefited from being at West Point after the new curriculum 

The Confederate generals also suffered from Jomini’s lack of focus on terrain in th

theater as they wasted two critical opp

opponents who on the other hand made great use of the terrain to assist in dealing 

decisive defeats to the Confederates. 

 Lee’s defeat at Gettysburg is not baffling in this light but simply the result o

first application of the countermeasures learned in the Western Theater against the 

Confederates in the Eastern Theater. Lee, in application of Jomini’s principles and 

frustrated by his opponents refusal to abandon the f

Union line that ded not exist and launched the infamous Picket’s Charge which costed the 

confederates heavily in both casualties and moral. 

 After this defeat a transition in warfare occurs to a style of tactical defen

the tactical offensive, and after this change the Confederates made great use of 
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entrenchments to defend their battle lines and beat back Union assaults. These 

entrenchments first advocated by Confederate Generals Jackson and Longstreet, 

graduates of West Point after 1832, continue to evolve during the war as the Confederate

begin to utilize defenses in d

s 

epth – multiple entrenchment lines created by separate 

d 

h 

anned 

 

preciable damage to the Union battle lines. In these unsuccessful charges 

the soldiers in World War I is portrayed in 

miniature. 

  

engineering battalions, as fallback positions, in order to defeat even the most fierce an

determined Union assaults. 

 While in the East the effectiveness of the new entrenchments were mitigated 

somewhat by the refusal of each side to directly engage them directly for an extended 

period of time, in Georgia due to the appointment of an aggressive and somewhat foolis

new Confederate commander General Hood, the new entrenchments (this time m

by Union forces) are tested directly against a massed infantry turning maneuver of old,

and they end up being extremly successful, as the confederates end up suffering 

extremely heavy casualties in the battles and as a result of the defenses in depth while 

doing no ap

against forces in trenches, the experience of 
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Chapter 2: 

The Doctrine of the Early Years, 1861-1863 

 

Jomini and the Genesis of Southern Doctrine 

When exploring why the South chose constantly to take the tactical offensive, one 

has to first look into the doctrine they were trying to follow. As mentioned previously, 

most generals of the time were trying to emulate Napoleon, as he was essentially the 

acknowledged prophet of warfare at this time. However, lacking any sort of established 

doctrine from Napoleon himself or in some cases lacking very many sources in the 

correct language, American generals were forced to rely on other secondary sources to 

learn the tactics, and Jomini was the main source. There has been some recent argument 

as to whether or not the more successful Union generals such as Grant and Sherman were 

students of Clausewitz instead of Jomini. Sherman and Grant’s policies of viewing 

warfare as an act between two societies as opposed to between two armies is believed by 

some to be inspired by Clausewitz at least indirectly, but, for our purposes, we will be 

mostly focusing on the Southern generals who followed Jomini. 

The Americans believed, as did many of their contemporaries, that taking the 

battlefield at the end of the day was the way to win a battle, and driving one’s enemy 

before oneself was a sign of victory. They took this from the theory they were taught at 
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the time – Jomini’s writings. Jomini states that “An offensive order of battle should have 

for its object to force the enemy from his position by any reasonable means,” and “As it 

is essential in an offensive battle to drive the enemy from his position and to cut him up 

as much as possible, the best means of accomplishing this is to use as much material 

force as can be accumulated against him.”26 Thus, Jomini was advocating defeating an 

enemy army by directly attacking the main body of it and hoping to scatter it. In contrast 

to this strategy, more modern military strategies often seek to defeat an enemy army by 

attacking the weakest parts of the army and bypassing the stronger parts and then 

encircling them. This forces the stronger parts of an enemy army to attempt either a risky 

breakout maneuver (thus abandoning their strong defensive positions) or attempt to stay 

and risk being starved of supplies. The German Blitzkrieg from World War 2 is an 

example of this type of strategy.27 Considering these quotes of Jomini, however, it is easy 

to see how those trained in his doctrine at West Point believed that in order to be 

victorious one had to drive the enemy from his position and from the field of battle.  

 

In addition, further problems with Jomini’s writings arise due to Jomini in many 

cases not drawing inspiration from Napoleon but from another source. For example, 

Jomini states the  four principles of warfare as: 

                                                            
26 Antonie-Henri Jomini The Art of War. Translated by G.H. Mendel and W.P. Craighill. (El Paso, TX: El 
Paso Norte, 2005) p161-162 

27 For more info see: Robert Michael Citino . Quest for Decisive Victory: From Stalemate to Blitzkrieg in 
Europe, 1899–1940. (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002) 
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1) To throw by strategic maneuver the mass of one’s army successfully upon 

the decisive points of a theater of war, and as much as possible upon the 

communications of the enemy without compromising one’s own 

2) To maneuver to engage fractions of the hostile army with the bulk of one’s 

own forces  

3) On the battlefield to throw the mass of one’s own forces upon the decisive 

point, or upon that portion of the hostile line which is of the first 

importance to overthrow 

4) To so arrange that these masses shall not only be thrown upon the decisive 

point, but that they shall engage at the proper times and with energy.28 

There are two interesting points to note from these principles. First, as Jomini 

later states himself, these principles were influenced a great deal by Frederick the Great, 

seen in the fact that the second principle is “to maneuver to engage fractions of the hostile 

army with the bulk of one’s own forces.” While this is not necessarily bad in any 

situation, the fact is that sometimes when outnumbering one’s enemy, it is best to try to 

simply engage him in battle as soon as possible. One thing to note about Frederick the 

Great’s campaigns is that while he was a very skilled general and leader of men, he 

fought enemies that were not as intelligent, as they were mostly appointed as leaders due 

to their royal blood as opposed to any talent. Therefore, to defeat them he simply had to 

find an error they made, or outmaneuver them (usually easy since they often remained 

                                                            
28 Antonie-Henri Jomini The Art of War. Translated by G.H. Mendel and W.P. Craighill. (El Paso, TX: El 
Paso Norte, 2005) p55 
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immobile in their battle lines).29 In addition, Frederick’s enemies never attempted to 

unify their armies despite the fact that doing so would have granted them a 

preponderance of force and as such allowed Frederick to defeat them in detail. Taking 

this further, one of the problems with Jomini’s writings, which will arise from this, is that 

enemies who are not foolish are not guaranteed to make large exploitable mistakes in 

every battle. Therefore, simply assuming there will be such mistakes can lead to 

disastrous casualties and even a defeat of one’s army. This assumption of an enemy’s 

pre-existing weakness plays a huge negative role in the outcome of Civil War battles later 

on, especially the decisive battle at Gettysburg.  

Another point that can be noted from these four principles of war is that they are 

all offensively oriented – note that the goal of war is to outmaneuver one’s enemy in 

order to bring a decisive concentration of forces against his weak point. Frederick the 

Great’s influence is obvious here and in a very negative way. During Frederick’s wars, he 

was extremely outnumbered and facing numerous large enemy forces as his Prussia 

fought the land armies of Russia, Austria, and France at the same time. As a result, even 

though he was on the strategic defensive, he had to take the tactical offensive in order to 

win, because if he was heavily outnumbered and had he allowed his enemies forces to 

combine, he would have almost certainly been defeated. While the South was generally 

outnumbered by the North as well, they were not as outnumbered as Frederick had been. 

As such, Jomini advising them to do something that Frederick himself had done maybe 

                                                            
29 For more info on Frederick the Great’s Wars: Robert Micheal Citino The German Way of War: From 
the Thirty Years’ War to the Third Reich. (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2005) 
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only out of necessity rather than choice, was not the best idea, as the South’s reliance on 

the tactical offensive will come back to hurt it later in the war. 

While the American armies did often manage to drive the enemy from the field of 

battle, they were not able to inflict the decisive defeat by doing so that they had hoped. 

They were unable to do this for several reasons. First, Jomini’s writings, which do not 

completely discourage taking an unplanned offensive, give no guidelines for doing so.  

While they state that a proper offensive made in the spur of the moment is usually 

superior to one planned far in advance, the only guidelines he does give are the same as 

those for a preplanned offensive. The problem arising from this is that one does not have 

time to go down Jomini’s checklist in the spur of the moment, and as a result, in order to 

follow his rules, all a general could really do was to make preplanned offensives.30 We 

see this reluctance to launching spur of the moment offensives play a huge role in the 

behavior of the generals on the Union side. Indeed, almost every Union general before 

Grant failed to pursue the enemy after inflicting a defeat upon him. Burnside at Antietam 

and McClellan at Gettysburg are two quick examples of Union commanders failing to 

pursue a defeated foe and this robbing themselves of the opportunity to at least capture a 

significant number of prisoners, though pursuit of a defeated foe was made difficult due 

to the issue of supplies, which will be discussed later. 

Also, on the few occasions in which the Confederates were able to break the 

enemy and pursue them, they found the complete destruction of the enemy to be very 

difficult. Focusing more on how the two sides were organized, Robert Epstein argues in 
                                                            
30 Antonie-Henri Jomini The Art of War. Translated by G.H. Mendel and W.P. Craighill. (El Paso, TX: El 
Paso Norte, 2005) p158 
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Napoleon’s Last Victory and the Emergence of Modern War that the main reason that 

post-Napoleonic armies in general were unable to replicate Napoleon’s early success is 

because once opposing armies replicated the highly maneuverable corps system 

Napoleon instituted when he first came into power, they were able to shrug off defeats 

and readily reorganize due to the mobility and flexibility of the corps system. In his book, 

Epstein argues that the reason for Napoleon’s lack of success during the later stages of 

the Napoleonic era was the result of Napoleon’s enemies adopting his style of 

organization (often under the command of his former officers). The author points out that 

once armies started to try to emulate Napoleon in organization, it became impossible for 

them to emulate him strategically and inflict a decisive defeat upon the enemy in just one 

or two key battles. He argues that this is the reason why Napoleon was able to defeat the 

Prussians and Austrians early but not the British or the Russians.31  

This argument about the flexibility of the corps system extends to the Civil War 

forces as well, as most of them had adopted French drill manuals and the French system 

of organization. The advantage of mobility and organization of the corps system meant 

that in the event of a catastrophic defeat, each individual corps could retreat by itself, and 

then meet back up with the main body of the army later. As such, scattering one’s army 

was not the deathblow it had been in previous eras, especially in eras where it was more 

                                                            
31 Robert M. Epstein Napoleon's Last Victory and the Emergence of Modern War. (Lawrence: University 
Press of Kansas, 1994) 
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the general’s charisma and strength keeping the army together, rather than ideas such as 

nationalism or moral idealism. 

Going back to the doctrine, the key difference between Jomini and Napoleon 

which resulted in this overly cautious nature and which would be the major failing factor 

for most American offensives was that Jomini merely provided a set of maxims under 

which to attack – essentially he encouraged generals to seek out weaknesses and exploit 

them. The problem in this arises in that preexisting weaknesses are not always evident, 

and that in most military engagements one must attempt to induce some sort of weakness 

in the enemy’s formation rather than just finding and attacking it. This is something 

Napoleon sought to do using skirmishers and cavalry to hold the enemy in position, 

camouflage his intentions, and ensure the enemy would remain in position for a turning 

maneuver.32  

The main weakness in Jomini’s writings was that he lacked emphasis on the 

importance of doing something to keep the enemy in place while attempting to flank 

them. He does once mention briefly that engaging an enemy in his center while attacking 

his flank is better than simply attacking the flank. However, he only advises this for 

armies that are far numerically superior to the enemy, and as such any Southern general 

who studied Jomini’s works would not be encouraged to launch a maneuver to hold the 

enemy in place.33 He did, however, heavily emphasize the idealness of large-scale 

                                                            
32 For More information on Napoleonic Infantry Tactics: Paddy Griffith, Peter Dennis, and Martin 
Windrow. French Napoleonic Infantry Tactics 1792-1815. (Oxford: Osprey, 2007) 

33 Antonie-Henri Jomini The Art of War. Translated by G.H. Mendel and W.P. Craighill. (El Paso, TX: El 
Paso Norte, 2005) p166 
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turning maneuvers. This is one area that Jomini (and Clausewitz also for that mann

forward as an appropriate area to launch an offensive. Indeed, as Beringer, Hattaway, 

Jones, and Still point out, the American generals, due to their training at West Point and 

the military culture of the time, were convinced of the primacy of the turning movement 

at the start of the Civil War.

er) put 

                                                           

34 

The attempt to turn the flank of an enemy is not a bad strategy by any means, but 

when Napoleon attempted to execute such maneuvers, he would take several steps that 

the American forces did not. Napoleon sought to CREATE weaknesses in the enemy and 

then exploit them, whereas the American armies often simply took stabs in the dark as to 

where the weakness existed (like Lee at Gettysburg), or remained passive while waiting 

for such a weakness to manifest. In addition, in the absence of any existing weakness – 

rather than trying to create one – the American forces usually tried to resort to the turning 

movement unless some large obstacle such as a river prevented it. The turning maneuver 

was their go-to operation during the Civil War, similar to how an armored tank column 

backed up by artillery and tactical air power would be the go-to maneuver for the 

Germans during World War 2. 

There are several other reasons that the Americans were unable to turn driving the 

enemy from the battlefield into a decisive victory.  In Battle Tactics of the Civil War, 

Paddy Griffith states that the reason for the failure of the offensive originated not high up 

with the generals, but with the soldiers on the ground. He argues that, compared to the 

professional soldiers during the Napoleonic wars, the Americans were poorly trained, and 

 
34 Glatthar Joseph. General Lee's Army: From Victory to Collapse. (New York: Free Press, 2008) 
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that the failure of the attacks came primarily from said assaults breaking formation after a 

short time under enemy fire and disintegrating long before reaching the enemy. He argues 

further that the generalship had abandoned such tactics by the time the troops were 

trained enough to execute such tactics properly. He believes that if they had attempted 

them with troops that were more experienced, then the “corrosive idea” that the Civil 

War was the end of Napoleonic style warfare and the beginning of modern warfare would 

never have become widespread.35 

One very important reason, and a key difference between the American armies 

and those of Napoleon, was the issue of supplies. Griffith also identifies the amount of 

supplies the soldiers had to carry as a problem. When launching an assault, they either 

had to carry their supplies with them, which combined sometimes weighed around 100 

pounds, thus drastically slowing themselves down and virtually eliminating the 

possibility of exploiting a successful assault, or they had to leave the supplies behind and 

chance losing them. This meant becoming destitute as a soldier (the soldiers had to carry 

this much because the armies began the war with a completely inadequate number of 

supply wagons and draft animals). Griffith relates this especially to potential counter 

offensives, as he argues that if warned in advance, soldiers could figure out something to 

do with their supplies – leaving them in a designated spot, for example. Griffith argues 

that the supply problem made it virtually impossible for soldiers to take advantage of the 

“spur of the moment,” as they were simply too weighed down to be able to do so.  

                                                            
35 Griffith, Paddy. Battle Tactics of the Civil War. (New Haven, CN: Yale University Press, 1989) 
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Edward Hagerman in The American Civil War and the Origins of Modern 

Warfare also focuses on this, and argues that only when the Union finally addressed this 

problem in late 1863, when they adopted the strategy of the French Flying Column 

(whose soldiers carried only 45 pounds of equipment), were they able to actually 

effectively take the offensive. Hagerman argues that this marks a shift within American 

military culture, from attempting to emulate past greats, to experimentation with modern 

tactics (the French Flying Column being a mid-18th century post-Napoleonic strategic 

development).36 

            Other authors have also highlighted the problem of supplies as well, with the 

citizen soldiers of the United States requiring twice as many supplies than the 

professional soldiers of Europe in order to remain effective. Paddy Griffith and Jay 

Luvaas identify two main causes as responsible for this.  

First, as Civil War era America had a much lower population density than Europe, 

it was much more difficult for American soldiers to live off the land (or more accurately 

the local populace). As such, they were forced to bring food and shelter along with them 

in a much greater quantity than Europeans did. Interestingly, Jomini himself cautions that 

in unproductive and unsettled areas, keeping an army supplied would be a problem, but 

as Edward Hagerman points out in The Reorganization of Field Transportation and Field 

Supply in the Army of the Potomac, 1863: The Flying Column and Strategic Mobility, 

                                                            
36 Edward Hagerman The American Civil War and the Origins of Modern Warfare: Ideas, Organization, 
and Field Command. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988.) 
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Union Quartermaster General Montgomery Meigs essentially ignored this warning. 

Hagerman identifies this as one of the main reasons why Union troops retreated so 

readily in the early stages of the war.  

The second main cause only served to compound the problem of the lack of 

supplies available to forage. It was thought that the citizen soldiers of America needed 

more supplies to keep up morale, whereas the professional soldiers of Europe did not 

need such luxuries as they had been in the military their entire lives and were used to 

living on less. 37 

 The flawed doctrine of the difference in mobility between Napoleonic and 

American forces would have a profound impact on how the battles played out and would 

almost entirely shape the first few years of the war. The interesting factor is that 

Confederate attacks were successful in some cases because of two reasons. First, as W.J. 

Wood mentioned, their enemy was sometimes fixed in place by accident such as by 

terrain or by orders from an overly cautious commander. Second, the Confederates often 

ended up attempting envelopment against a non-fixed enemy position after the Union had 

already tried and failed using the same strategy and thus leaving their forces drastically 

out of position. 

 In addition to offering advice for the offensive between two armies, Jomini also 

offers advice for the offensive in two other cases – a meeting engagement (an 

engagement where the two forces simply stumble upon one another when they are both 

                                                            
37 Edward Hagerman, "The Reorganization of Field Transportation and Field Supply in the Army of the 
Potomac, 1863," (Military Affairs 44, no. 4 1980), 182-86. 
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marching) and a siege. His advice for each of these situations is very short in comparison 

to his advice for conflict between two stationary armies, but he does offer some advice. 

For a meeting engagement, the first piece of advice cautions against trying to form up 

one’s entire army, stating that attempting to do so will leave one’s army open to a rush by 

enemy forces, shattering one’s lines before they have a chance to form. The second piece 

of advice states that the mass of the troops should be concentrated and then thrown in that 

direction that is best suited for carrying out the objective of the march. This last piece of 

advice generally translates as – attack in whichever direction you are currently marching. 

It is also key to note that in this extremely brief section, Jomini gives absolutely no 

alternative to attacking – and this would play big role in shaping the battles of the Civil 

War.38 

 To demonstrate the pervasiveness of Jomini’s strategic maxims among the 

Confederates, especially Lee, all one has to do is look at the tactics they chose to use in 

the various battles they engaged. Jomini’s strategies are designed for the armies of nation 

states to defeat one another. As such, it is not necessarily useful to examine smaller 

battles, but in looking at every major large battle (by forces engaged or casualties) 

occurring in the Eastern Theater, one can see how in each Jomini’s maxims were 

followed. Going chronologically, we will examine the first two major battles of the Seven 

Days Battles, the Battle of the Second Bull Run (Second Manassas), the Battle of 

Antietam, and the Battle of Chancellorsville. Most of these are engagements between 

                                                            
38 Antonie-Henri Jomini The Art of War. Translated by G.H. Mendel and W.P. Craighill. (El Paso, TX: El 
Paso Norte, 2005) p167-168 
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formed up armies; however, in the Battle of the Second Bull Run and later in the Battle of 

Gettysburg, we see examples of meeting engagements. 

 

Southern Doctrine and its First Tests in the Eastern Theater 

under Lee 

One example of Jomini’s Doctrine being put into practice is the Battle of the 

Seven Days, which occurred between June 25 and July 1, 1862, between 104,000 Union 

troops under General McClellan and 92,000 Confederate troops under the newly 

promoted General Lee, near Richmond, Virginia, as the Union troops tried to capture the 

Confederate capital. In this case General Lee ordered assault against the northernmost 

position of the Union army. Generals Jackson and Hill were supposed to lead 

approximately 25,000 troops against Union General Porter. General Jackson, however, 

was not able to launch his assault on time due to rough terrain, and General Hill decided 

to launch his part of the offensive without support from Jackson.  

Many have argued– and correctly so – that General Hill was forced to launch the 

assault without waiting for Jackson – as in its attempt to outflank the Union army it left 

itself way out of position. 39  Once Hill’s assault began, it was unsuccessful, as General 

Porter was easily able to rearrange the unengaged portions of his army in order to bring 

them to bear against the Confederates. He was then able to conduct a short retreat to 
                                                            
39 Joseph T Glatthaar. General Lee's Army: From Victory to Collapse. (New York: Free Press, 2008) 

 p134 



 
 

34

favorable grounds where he was easily able to hold off the Confederate force while 

suffering only slightly over 300 casualties compared to over 1,400 Confederate 

casualties.  

While the battle would undoubtedly have been a lot more successful for the 

Confederates had General Jackson’s troops engaged the enemy in a timely matter, the 

fact that there was no force fixing the Union troops in place, no troops to prevent Porter 

from rearranging his army in order to engage the Confederates in a favorable manner, 

would have still been a huge negative for the Confederates. One key factor also to note 

from this battle is the rigid inflexibility of a mass flanking turning maneuver. By 

committing to launching one, a commander takes a huge risk as he puts his army way out 

of position and makes it vulnerable to an enemy attack in the process. This huge 

vulnerability brought about by rearranging one’s troops for a large scale flanking attack 

played a large part in the outcome of several battles later on in the Civil War.  

The Confederates did end up taking the battlefield in the end of the day however, 

as the victorious Union forces withdrew to try to shorten their lines and prevent another 

potential assault on the flank. There are many examples of Union forces being very quick 

to retreat like this after the slightest attack. The Union forces seemed to be heavily 

influenced by Jomini in this area who wrote, “Every Army which maintains a strictly 

defensive attitude must, if attacked be at last driven from its position…A general who 

stands motionless to receive his enemy, keeping strictly on the defensive, may fight ever 

so bravely, but he must give way if properly attacked.”40 In stating this, Jomini was 

                                                            
40 Antonie-Henri Jomini The Art of War. Translated by G.H. Mendel and W.P. Craighill. (El Paso, TX: El 
Paso Norte, 2005) p145 
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arguing that any army that remained in place for too long risked having its flank turned or 

being scattered. As mentioned earlier, Jomini believed along with his contemporaries that 

if an army was driven from the battlefield and scattered, that meant the end for that army. 

As based on evidence from Frederick the Great’s and Napoleon’s wars, he did not believe 

that a defeated army could reform without at least suffering heavy troop loss in the 

process. 

Moving on to the next phase of the Seven Days Battle, also known as the Battle of 

Gaines Mill, which occurred on June 27, 1862, once again the Confederates attempt a 

turning maneuver against the Union forces. This time, however, there is one key 

difference, in that both Generals Longstreet and Magruder, in charge of the Confederate 

divisions engaging the Union line right below the divisions that were going to attempt to 

pull off the turning maneuver against the northern part of the Union line, were able to 

occupy the attention of over 60,000 Union troops. This ends up playing a huge role in the 

outcome of the battle, as this time, instead of being able to rearrange his entire line and 

move to fight the Confederates on favorable ground, General Porter was only able to 

move one reserve regiment up to engage the Confederate forces. As a result, despite a 

lack of coordination (General Jackson once again did not launch his flanking assault in a 

timely manner), the Confederate assault was successful and was able to drive the Union 

forces back. It is worth nothing that they did suffer more casualties than the Union forces 

during this battle, approximately 15,000 to 20,000, though a lot of these were probably 

due to poor coordination between the various assaults.41 

                                                            
41 Stephen W Sears. To the Gates of Richmond: The Peninsula Campaign. (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 
1992.) p67 
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In the Battle of Second Bull Run, which occurred between August 28 and August 

30, 1862, between 62,000 Union troops under John Pope and 50,000 Confederate troops 

under General Lee, the Confederates tried to push the Union troops out of Northern 

Virginia.  This was an example of a meeting engagement where the two sides stumbled 

upon one another. General Jackson of the Confederate forces and General King of the 

Union forces arrived on scene first. Jackson, concerned that more Union forces might be 

arriving, launched an immediate straight-on assault on the Union army. This assault was 

successful in dealing heavy casualties, but the Confederate forces were unable to take the 

field despite outnumbering the Union forces almost three to one, because they attacked 

late at night.  

After this unsuccessful attempt, 18,000 additional Union forces arrived on the 

scene allowing them to outnumber the Confederate forces three to one themselves. They 

then attempted to assault the Confederate forces quickly, but were driven back as General 

Jackson’s forces were well dug in along a ridgeline, it is this successful defense against a 

numerically superior enemy that earned Jackson his nickname Stonewall. Stonewall 

Jackson unlike most of his compatriots at the time did not believe that retreating before a 

numerically superior enemy was the only advisable – he believed instead that massed 

assaults could be held off with determined defense at an advisable location. After the 

Union was driven back additional forces from both sides began to arrive and array 

themselves to the south of forces that had already arrived. As this was occurring, the 

Confederates under General Longstreet quickly launched an assault against the newly 

arriving Union forces, hoping to catch them before they could form up in a line of battle. 
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They were successful in this attempt as they caught the Union forces completely out of 

order between two small rivers and were able to drive them back.  

Near the end of the battle was an example of a small turning maneuver as the 

forces of R.H. Andersen, who was under General Longstreet, attempted to turn the 

southern flank of the Union commander General Reynolds. This attempt was successful 

and drove the Union forces from the field. However, it is worth noting that Longstreet 

also attacked the middle portion of the Union army during this attack, and because of 

this, they were not able to send any reinforcements to their flank. Longstreet once again 

made an effort to hold his enemy’s forces in place when doing a flanking attack, and was 

successful. Indeed, in future battles Longstreet continues to do this, and he is one of the 

few Confederate commanders actually able to successfully pull off the flanking 

maneuver. 

 In the Battle of the Second Bull Run (Second Manassas), there is a key example 

of Jomini’s maxims regarding a meeting engagement, and how it plays out in the Civil 

War. His maxims prove to be rather detrimental in the beginning to the Confederates, as 

the command to attack as soon as possible when stumbling upon an enemy causes 

General Jackson to attack late at night leading to disorder and confusion among his 

troops. The maxims are also especially detrimental to the Union forces as they cause the 

Union to launch an assault against a force dug in along a ridge (and in some cases behind 

a short wall), rather than simply ignoring them. Jomini’s maxims are hugely beneficial to 

the Confederates later on in the battle though, as by aggressively taking the initiative, 

Longstreet is able to deliver a critical blow to unorganized Union forces. Notable 

however is despite the confederate successes losses for both sides in the battle were 
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around 10,000 – though the capture of around 5,000 prisoners did help bring the overall 

casualty figures to around 15,000 for the Union vs. only 10,000 for the Confederates.42 

We see the problem and the benefit of Jomini’s maxims regarding meeting 

engagements here – he advocates a straight out attack and nothing else. In reality, this 

strategy only works against enemy forces that are less organized than the forces attacking 

them. While this might work against forces clumsily trying to organize in some sort of 

battle line, it is a lot less successful against another force also trying to follow Jomini’s 

instructions. If both sides follow Jomini’s orders, the battle basically comes down to who 

masses to attack faster, who has the more experienced troops, and who has the most 

troops, rather than which general is better or which side is able to occupy the better 

terrain. It also minimizes the influence artillery plays in a battle. 

In the Battle of Antietam, which occurred in Maryland on September 17, 1862, 

between 38,000 Confederate troops under General Lee and 72,000 Union troops under 

General McClellan, the Confederates tried to take the war into Union territory after 

inflicting significant defeats on the Union in their attempted invasion of Virginia. The 

battle occurred as Union troops tried to cross Antietam Creek near the city of Antietam. 

The Union launched an attempted envelopment of the Confederates as General Ambrose 

Burnside crossed the creek to the south of the Confederate positions and attempted to 

flank the Confederate defenders under Jackson and Longstreet. The assault, although 

gaining ground at first, was unsuccessful due to Burnside’s refusal to work with the other 

                                                            
42 For More Info: Wilson A. Greene.  The Second Battle of Manassas. Fort Washington, PA: Eastern 
National Park and Monument Association, 2002. 
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Union commanders in the region and due to the inexperience of his troops. At the end of 

the assault, the Union southern flank was left exposed and defended only by troops who 

were a part of the 16th Connecticut that had been in the army for less than three months. 

As a result, a Confederate flank turning assault under General Hill, who was under 

Stonewall Jackson, was successful, as the 16th Connecticut disintegrated under the fire of 

the experienced Confederate troops.  

In this case, the Confederates were successful in launching their turning 

maneuver. However, it is worth noting that the river the Union had just crossed assisted 

in pinning the Union troops in place to prevent any quick reinforcement of the flank the 

Confederates were assaulting. In addition, commanders under Longstreet were also busy 

holding in place the Union forces directly adjacent to the flank that was under assault, 

using a few diversionary attacks. Once again, by following Napoleonic tactics and 

making sure the enemy was pinned in place before launching a turning maneuver, and not 

by following Jomini’s more incomplete tactics, the Confederates under Generals 

Longstreet and Jackson were able to successfully pull off a flanking maneuver. However, 

losses were similar for both sides with the Confederates losing 10,000 while the Union 

lost 12,000.43 

The Battle of Chancellorsville occurred between April 30 and May 6, 1863, near 

Chancellorsville, Virginia, between 130,000 Union troops under General Hooker and 

60,000 Confederate troops under General Lee. The Union attempted to resume their 

                                                            
43For More Info:  Perry D. Jamieson Death in September: The Antietam Campaign. (Fort Worth, TX: Ryan 
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invasion of Virginia, which sought to either capture the Confederate capital of Richmond 

or decisively defeat General Lee in battle. General Hooker, who had remarkably detailed 

intelligence about his enemy’s location, attempted to launch a double envelopment 

maneuver against his enemy.  General Hooker did not attempt to hold the Confederate 

forces in place during his grand maneuvering. The only thing he did do was to instruct 

25,000 of his troops to remain in their camps across from the Confederate forces. In the 

meantime, 95,000 of his troops split into two wings in an attempt to envelop the enemy. 

The troops remaining in their camps would have very little influence on Lee who, 

observing the lack of initiative on their part, realized the Union plan and decided to 

launch a bold maneuver.44  Virtually ignoring Union troops in the camp and sending only 

delaying forces after the Union left wing, Lee ordered his own forces to attempt a similar 

double envelopment against the Union forces on the right flank.  The latter, in their 

attempt to envelop Lee, were horribly out of position and far away from any potential 

Union reinforcements. Had Hooker ordered  the forces assigned to wait in their camps to 

actually engage Lee in an attempt to hold him in place, then perhaps Lee would not have 

been as easily able to transfer his far outnumbered forces around, but that was not to be 

and Lee was able to redistribute his forces as he wished. 

The Union right wing failed to make contact with the enemy. Furthermore, after 

their attack, a miscommunication between General Hooker and his forces on the right 

wing caused the general to believe his forces had retreated when in fact they were 

forward and exposed and attempting to defend extremely poor terrain. This exposed flank 

remaining horribly out of place was then exploited perfectly by General Lee’s planned 
                                                            
44 Joseph Glatthar . (General Lee's Army: From Victory to Collapse. New York: Free Press, 2008) p249 
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and General Jacksons well executed double envelopment, notable here is that General 

Jacksons forces launching the flanking maneuver were screened from the enemy forces 

by General Jeb Stuarts Calvary division thus coinciding with Napoleonic strategy but 

adding something Jomini missed. As a result of the successful attack the Union forces 

were driven from the field with heavy casualties. The enemy, however, was only so out 

of position because of several errors on their part. The first error was that they had tried 

to employ the same tactic on their part first and had failed; the second error was the 

afore-mentioned miscommunication.  

Lee during this battle had not attempted to hold the enemy in place this time or to 

induce a weakness. However, this battle ended up being a huge success for the 

Confederates because once again, the enemy happened to be completely out of position 

due to a failed tactic and had difficulty moving to react to the attack due to the thickness 

of the terrain, and due to the fact that the calvary under stuart did successfully screen the 

flanking forces. This battle is celebrated as one of the great Confederate victories of the 

war, but it was not due to any particular brilliant Confederate strategy, but rather two key 

Union mistakes that ended up putting a large portion of their army in an isolated position 

far away from the rest of their troops.  

Both sides here attempted a turning maneuver. Hooker attempted to attack both 

flanks of the Confederate army, and as such followed Jomini’s maxims as well as they 

recommend an attack on both flanks when one’s forces outnumber one’s enemies. Lee 

follows Jomini’s maxims as well as he focused all of his efforts on one flank of the Union 

army, although in this situation the strange orientation of the Union army made Lee’s 
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assault look a bit atypical from the rest of his operations in the war. In this battle, the 

Union suffered 17,000 casualties and the Confederates suffered 13,000, so despite Lee 

completely outmaneuvering the Union, casualties are still similar.45 

Going through each of the major battles in the Eastern Theater, the actions of the 

generals in each one follow Jomini’s instructions to the letter. The Battle of the Second 

Bull Run is an example of a meeting engagement. In each of the battles, the Confederates 

(and often the Union as well) try to mass up as quickly as possible and charge their 

enemy, hoping to catch the enemy before he is able to form up his troops into an 

organized line of battle, and thus drive him from the field. In this case, Confederates 

eventually forced the Union troops from their position, suffering roughly equal casualties 

in each case. The Union forces in this case retreated rather readily, resulting in the 

Confederates taking the field. This success helps to explain why the Confederates 

continued to resort to the tactic. Considering the Confederate qualitative superiority of 

troops in the early years of the war and the Confederate familiarity with the local terrain, 

it makes sense that the Confederates saw success with this tactic in the early years of the 

war. 

As for Jomini’s maxims regarding the battles between two formed up armies (two 

formed battle-lines), the Confederates’ continued reliance on the flanking/turning 

maneuver is a bit more complex. In the Seven Days Battle, the first time General Lee 

took command of the army of Northern Virginia, the maneuver achieved only limited 

                                                            
45 Gary W. Gallagher Chancellorsville: The Battle and Its Aftermath. (Chapel Hill: University of North 
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success. Despite this, they were eventually able to take the field from the enemy, and this 

was an encouraging sign for the Confederates. It is also useful to note that part of the 

reason for the dubious success of the exercises was the late attacks executed by General 

Stonewall Jackson against the Union positions on two separate occasions. In addition to 

all of this, their “success” in driving the enemy from the field is somewhat dubious due to 

McClellan’s extreme readiness to retreat born from the fear of being decisively defeated, 

and a mistaken belief that the Confederate forces were much larger than they actually 

were. 

In the Battle of the Second Bull Run, the flanking turning maneuver was very 

successful as General Longstreet’s forces managed to catch a Union detachment off 

guard, and he was able to roll up the Union flank. Later in the same year, Confederate 

forces engaged the Union at the Battle of Antietam. Once again, Longstreet launched a 

turning maneuver and was successful due to a combination of luck (poorly trained enemy 

and a river to prevent rapid reinforcement) and the fact that he made a diversionary attack 

(to keep the other Union forces on the same side of the river pinned down).  

Given the success of the flanking maneuver in these first three battles, it is easy to 

see why the Confederates continue to use it in later battles. However, despite 

Longstreet’s successes, later Confederate generals end up following Jomini’s maxims 

more than attempting to emulate their successful compatriot, and they do not try to hold 

the enemy in place before launching a flanking/turning maneuver. For example, in the 

Battle of Chancellorsville, there was no attempt by the Confederates to hold the Union 

forces in place before launching a large-scale turning maneuver against the Union 

western flank. However, due to difficult terrain and the fact that the western flank of the 



 
 

44

Union army was extremely exposed due to poor communication and the fact that they had 

just tried to launch a large-scale turning maneuver (actually a double envelopment) of its 

own, the Confederate assault managed to be successful. 

It is worth noting here that the Confederates were extremely lucky as to the 

circumstances of this battle. Once again, though, the flanking maneuver had been 

successful, and in these first four battles – the largest fought by the two sides to that date 

– the Confederate (Jomini’s) turning maneuver had been successfully executed. However, 

such luck would not be with them in battles to come. 

 

The Western Theater and the Development of Union Counters 

to the Turning Maneuver 

The Western Theater was not as hotly contested as the Eastern Theater, as it was 

not as highly populated and it did not have the advantage of being the location of the 

capitals of both sides. However, it was still a key theater of the war as the Confederates 

sought to invade Kentucky and provoke a pro-Confederate uprising, while the Union 

sought to hold on to Kentucky and evade the Confederacy through Tennessee. In this 

theater, the Union forces under Rosecrans/Grant developed several interesting counters to 

the large-scale Confederate turning maneuver.  

The tactics used by Rosecrans/Grant have their origins in the mid 1820’s at the U. 

S. Military Academy at West Point, where Americans theorized that the new defensive 

firepower brought about by the rifle could counter massed infantry assaults even if the 
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attacker had numerical superiority. This theory suggested that the best course of action 

when facing a turning maneuver was not to flee before it, but to reform one’s lines and 

meet it head on. Unlike their comrades in the Eastern Theater, Hooker and Meade, 

Generals Grant and Rosecrans (as well as the only successful enactors of the turning 

maneuver on the Confederate side, Generals Longstreet and Jackson), graduated from 

West Point after the new theory had been introduced in the mid 1820’s. The Battles of 

Shiloh and Stones River highlight these new tactical counters and how they performed in 

battle. 

The Battle of Shiloh was fought on April 6 and 7, 1862, between 45,000 

Confederate soldiers under Generals Albert Sidney Johnson and P. G. T. Beauregard, and 

65,000 Union soldiers under General Ulysses S Grant. As Grant’s forces tried to cross the 

Tennessee River in order to advance deeper into Tennessee, the Confederates on the other 

hand wanted to prevent the crossing and deal a decisive defeat to the Union army in the 

process.  

General Grant was able to successfully cross the river and encamp on the 

Confederate side of it. However, once gaining position on the southern side of the river, 

Grant chose to have his forces running various drills practicing soldiery, rather than 

attempting to construct any sort of defenses to protect the camp. The Confederates under 

Johnson and later Beauregard (Johnson passed away during the battle) launched an early 

morning offensive. One of the few successful surprise attacks mounted by either side 

during the entire Civil War thus occurred because of the Confederate strategy and the 

Union lack of preparation. 
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The initial Confederate battle plan was for the Confederate troops under Generals 

Beckenridge and Bragg to attempt a quasi-turning maneuver in which the majority of 

their attack focused on trying to cut the Union forces off from the river to isolate them 

from their supply lines and potential reinforcements. However, despite these plans 

designed to keep the Union forces away from the river, the Confederate command during 

the battle actually divided and split all of its forces in an attempt to attack the entire 

Union army. As a result, though they were able to force the Union forces into full retreat, 

they were unable to separate them from the river.  

It was in this moment that General Grant set himself apart from fellow Union 

commanders. Grant, rather than completely abandoning the field to the Confederate 

forces as his fellow Union generals in Virginia repeatedly did to Lee in the manner of 

Jomini’s writings, instead chose to take advantage of the terrain and fall back to a 

defensible location where he constructed a defensive line between Oak Creek and the 

Tennessee River. Here two Union brigades under Generals Wallace and Prentiss 

constructed a position called the Hornet’s Nest, where they were able to hold off multiple 

Confederate attacks for several hours until the Confederates brought up 50 pieces of 

artillery and focused it on the position to dislodge them. The Confederates took 2,400 

prisoners when this position finally surrendered.  

However, this holding action at the Hornet’s Nest had given Grant time to 

construct yet another defensive line further back, once again between Oak Creek and the 

Tennessee River, this time supported by Union gunboats in the Tennessee River and 

multiple cannons. Once the Confederate assault reached this final position, they were 

driven back with heavy losses. Several authors have noted that had the Confederates not 
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spent so much time assaulting the Hornet’s Nest position and tried to go around the river 

instead, they might have managed to force the Union army east into the swamps rather 

than west to a defensible position along the river. This is debatable, however, as they still 

would have had to deal with the cannon and naval guns.  

In this battle, similar to several instances in the Seven Days Battles and the Battle 

of the Second Bull Run, a Jomini-inspired turning maneuver broke down due to poor 

Confederate execution. What is interesting, though, is the original plan to use Jomini-type 

tactics took the terrain into a great deal of consideration when the plan was being made. 

Jomini’s writings were mostly terrain-independent, so it is interesting to see how terrain 

begins to play a part in the strategic thinking of the Confederates at this time. It is 

foreshadowing of the great role terrain would play in the later stages of the war. 

The day after the unsuccessful Confederate assault, the Union forces received 

reinforcements from across the river of approximately 18,000 additional troops. As a 

result, they decided to launch an offensive against the Confederate position. The 

Confederates, on the other hand, had been preparing for an assault against the Union 

forces. General Beauregard, unaware of the Union reinforcements, still hoped to 

complete his previous battle plan and be able to isolate the Union forces from the river. 

Unfortunately, as a result of expecting to launch an offensive rather than expecting to 

receive one, the Confederate forces were completely disorganized and not in any form of 

defensive line whatsoever. In addition, there were large gaps between the various 

brigades, hampering communication and making holes the Union could exploit. As such, 

when the Union forces attacked at dawn (in very disorganized fashion as well), the 

Confederates were completely unprepared for it, and the Union forces were able to drive 
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the Confederates back across the entire line. The Union forces continued their attack until 

they were able to drive the Confederates back to approximately the initial start of the 

battle the previous day, retaking the old locations of their camps in the process. At this 

point, General Grant ordered his forces to stop pursuing the Confederates, due to the 

exhaustion of his men, and the fact that the commander of the troops that had reinforced 

him was refusing to take orders from him, making an organized pursuit impossible.46  

General Grant – as he will later do to great extent when appointed overall 

commander of the Union forces – highlights two of the weaknesses in the Jomini-inspired 

Confederate strategy. First, he demonstrates that in the new age of warfare, decisively 

routing an enemy after one engagement is impossible as retreating forces can simply 

retreat to and regroup at a new defensive line. Second, Grant is able – similar to how the 

Confederates at Chancellorsville were able – to take advantage of the fact that the 

Confederate forces, in the process of launching their offensive, had left themselves 

completely disorganized and out of position. Grant, who had reorganized his artillery into 

small battalions separate from the main army, was able to take advantage of this fact, and 

quickly redeployed several guns to aid the gunboats in the river in helping the Union 

forces prevent the Confederates from separating them from their supply line. These 

strategies would soon spread to the rest of the Union army to the detriment of the 

Confederates. In this battle despite their element of surprise the Confederates suffered 
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around the same casualties as the Union forces as each side lost around 10,000 men 

though the Confederates did take an additional 3,000 men prisoner.47 

The Battle of Stones River occurred December 31,1862, through January 2, 1863, 

near Murfreesboro, Tennessee (the battle is also sometimes called the Battle of 

Murfreesboro), between 41,400 Union soldiers under General William Rosecrans and 

35,000 Confederate soldiers under General Braxton Bragg. Both sides sought to deal a 

decisive defeat to the other army. After the two sides had met for battle and formed up 

against one another, the Confederate commander attempted a typical large-scale flanking 

turning maneuver when faced with an organized enemy battle line. Also interesting was 

that the Union intended to also attempt a turning maneuver, but the Confederates beat 

them to the punch.  In this case, Bragg decided to launch his offensive on the Union right 

flank. He also decided to launch an early morning attack in an attempt to catch the Union 

by surprise. He was successful in this attempt, as the Union had been preparing for an 

attack themselves, so they were not in defensive formation. In addition, the attack caught 

some of the Union forces still eating breakfast. The Confederates captured numerous 

Union prisoners, inflicted heavy casualties (several battalions lost over 50% of their 

men), and they captured several pieces of Union artillery. 

Despite all of these fortunate occurrences, however, the attack was still 

unsuccessful, as one of the Union brigade commanders, Phillip Sheridan, had actually 

anticipated an assault and had his soldiers operating defensive positions and manning 

some crude entrenchments. Sheridan was able to hold off the Confederates from 4 AM to 
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around 11 AM, when lack of ammunition forced his division to retreat. In the process, his 

command suffered over 33% casualties and he lost all three of his brigade commanders. 

During this time, the rest of the Union forces retreated to more defensible positions along 

the Nashville turnpike, creating a semicircle with the turnpike at their back.48  

In the meantime, the Confederates had been keeping the rest of the Union line 

busy with diversionary attacks, which kept the Union from reinforcing the right flank of 

their line. After this retreat, the vast majority of Rosecrans’ sub-commanders 

recommended abandoning the battlefield to the Confederates, believing that they had 

been bested. Rosecrans listened to their advice, but decided not to follow it, stating that 

they would find no better defensive terrain than they were currently occupying, and as 

such, they should stay.  

On the second day, Bragg chose to launch a large-scale attack on the left flank of 

the Union army. This attack, unlike the first one, floundered quickly. A Union artillery 

commander took advantage of the detached organization of the Union artillery, brought 

up 52 guns, and placed them in excellent position to guard the left flank of the line. As a 

result, the Confederate assault was repulsed with heavy losses. After this defeat, the 

Confederate forces disengaged and abandoned the battlefield. The Union forces had 

suffered 13,000 casualties during this battle while the Confederates suffered 14,500.49 

                                                            
48 Philip Henry Sheridan. Personal Memoirs of P. H. Sheridan, General, United States Army. (New York: 
C.L. Webster, & Co. 1888) 

49 Peter Cozzens. No Better Place to Die: The Battle of Stones River. (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
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Therefore, despite the nearly perfect occurrences and execution for the 

Confederates during the first day of the battle, the Confederate assault was completely 

unsuccessful overall, gaining nothing strategically and in addition causing the 

Confederates forces more losses than the Union forces. The Confederates caught four out 

of five Union divisions completely unprepared for the assault and they were able to take 

numerous prisoners and Union artillery pieces. However, in choosing to retreat to and 

construct a defensive line at defendable terrain (in defiance of Jomini’s maxims which 

argued to steer clear of constructing defensive lines with rough terrain at ones back) 

instead of simply abandoning the field, Rosecrans showed how easily a turning maneuver 

could be countered.50 In addition, when the Confederates tried it the second day, the 

Union demonstrated how its new smaller units of artillery could quickly shift position 

and help to foil an assault. 

Despite these tactics being utilized by commanders in the West as early as 1862, 

it took a while for the new tactics to spread to the East in large scale. In fact, it took until 

the critical Battle of Gettysburg for the Union commanders in the West to attempt to 

utilize the new tactics to counter the Confederate battle tactics. To the detriment of the 

Confederates, this Union response would end up dealing them a critical defeat. 

 

Gettysburg: The Great Turning Point 

                                                            
50 Antonie-Henri Jomini The Art of War. Translated by G.H. Mendel and W.P. Craighill. (El Paso, TX: El 
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The Battle of Gettysburg occurred July 1-3, 1863, as 94,000 Union troops 

attempted to defend northern Maryland against 72,000 Confederate troops who hoped to 

force the Union out of the war. A heavily outnumbered Union cavalry regiment stumbled 

into a marching Confederate infantry division, and was forced to retreat after an initial 

skirmish. Confederate units headed by Ewell and Hill arrived, as did Generals Doubleday 

and Howard for the Union, and the Confederates rushed directly at the Union forces in a 

frontal assault. This tactic is taken straight from Jomini, as the Confederates chose not to 

try some sort of flanking or encircling maneuver against the outnumbered Union forces. 

Rather, they followed tactics fitting with Jomini’s maxims regarding meeting 

engagements, stating that one has no time to do anything other than an immediate 

concentrated assault. However, in this situation, the Union did not simply abandon the 

field, but rather retreated in good order to Cemetery Ridge, a high ground overlooking a 

large field, and as such, a remarkable defendable location.  

After this, as they were now facing a formed battle line, the South once again 

tried to launch a large scale flanking/turning maneuver against the Union lines. The 

attempt occurred on the second day of battle, and the Confederates attempted to attack 

both of the flanks at once. General Longstreet launched a large offensive against the 

Union forces defending the southern part of the line, while General Ewell attacked Union 

forces defending the northern part of the line on Cusp’s Hill in a smaller skirmish. While 

they did attempt to hold the Union forces in place, their attempt to attack both flanks 

simultaneously was very risky. Moreover, they were not able to do so, as not all Union 

forces had arrived at the battle yet and the ones that arrived late were able to reinforce to 

two flanks unmolested.  
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Ewell’s attack against the northernmost Union positions was completely 

unsuccessful, while Longstreet’s attack against the southern flank was able to force the 

Confederates out of a peach orchard they were defending. The Union, following the new 

tactics, simply fell back to a new defensive line centered on the easily defensible Little 

Round Top. Once there, the Union forces refused to give up the ground, even holding it 

up to the point where they were forced to launch a bayonet charge due to their shortage in 

ammunition. The Confederate flanking/turning maneuver failed in this situation due to 

two key factors. First, as the Union forces simply tried to defend in this case, their forces 

were not horribly out of position. Second, rather than abandoning the field before a 

massed Confederate assault, the Union chose to hold their ground and defend.  

In addition to the turning maneuver on the second day, Pickett’s Charge on the 

third day is also rather interesting. After finding both flanks to be solid, Lee assumed that 

the center must be weak. He was facing numerous Union troops heavily fortified on a 

ridge, but he assumed that they must have a weakness, because the military mindset at the 

time was to find the enemy’s weakness and exploit it, not to try to create such a weakness 

in the enemy by going around the Union force and making them fight later on more 

favorable ground, as Stonewall Jackson and Longstreet recommended.51  

There is a large influence for this in Jomini’s writings, as Jomini states, “The 

general theater of operations seldom contains more than three zones, the right, the left, 

and the center; and each zone, front of operations, strategic position and line of defense, 

as well as each line of battle, has the same subdivisions, two extremities and the center. A 
                                                            
51 James Longstreet From Manassas to Appomattox; Memoirs of the Civil War in America. 
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direction upon one of these three will always be suitable for the attainment of a desired 

end.”52  Jomini also states that if the enemy divides his forces upon an extended front, the 

best course of action is to assault the enemy center.53 At Gettysburg, it was not 

necessarily the case that an outnumbering enemy who is entrenched on a ridge (excellent 

defensive terrain) was weak in any portions of the line, yet Lee thought they must be. He 

thought that way because he was trained to think that way, as anyone who learned from 

Jomini thought that there must be a weak portion of the enemy’s lines and it was simply 

one’s job to find it. 

 The Battle of Gettysburg illustrates the first large scale failure of all of Jomini’s 

maxims. The Confederates attempted an early immediate offensive of the Union forces, 

but the Union simply fell back to better ground. The Confederates then attempted a 

turning maneuver – but the Union shifted reinforcements into place and fell back to a 

defendable ridge. The South then attempted a second turning maneuver, but once again, 

the Union was simply able to shift reinforcements into place. Then, having failed to 

attack both flanks, the Confederates followed Jomini’s writings and assumed that the 

center must be weak because both flanks are strong, and they ended up launching an ill-

advised attack that many have highlighted as the turning point of the Civil War. Overall 
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Casualties for both sides were around 23,000 but the confederates suffered around 6,000 

casualties during pickets charge while the Union suffered only 1,500.54 

The Union had also learned the way to combat this tactic at this point. Rather than 

retreating and giving up the ground, they simply fixed the flank upon a strong position 

and shifted reinforcements and artillery around so they did not have to entirely abandon 

the field of battle when they lost a flank, as they had done in the early years of the war 

according to Jomini’s tactics. These Union countermeasures, used to great effect by 

Generals Grant and Rosecrans in the Western Theater (Kentucky and Tennessee) against 

Confederate turning maneuvers in the Battles of Stones River and Shiloh, were successful 

the first time they were used in the Eastern Theater as well. Because of this, in addition to 

not causing heavy casualties to the Union forces, the Confederates were completely 

unsuccessful at taking the field of battle as well. In this situation, the Confederates were 

forced to retreat, and as a result, Gettysburg is widely regarded as the turning point of the 

war. 

A turning point it was indeed, and not just politically, or because the Confederates 

would never launch another invasion of the North again as a result.  It was a turning point 

because it represented the ascendancy of a new style of warfare – the ascendancy of the 

defensive and the decline of the offensive, and a new recognition of the might of massed 

firepower over massed manpower in the advent of the industrial age. 
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Chapter 3 

The Later Years and the Emergence of Modern War in 

Southern Doctrine, 1863-1865 

The Origins of Field Entrenchments 

Military thought in both strategy and tactics up until the early modern era 

generally consisted of studying extremely successful generals of the past and attempting 

to isolate the axioms and principles that made them successful. Most generals of antiquity 

studied Hannibal or Pyrrhus of Epirus, while later generals studied Frederick the Great, 

and generals after Napoleon attempted to emulate him. Strategy and tactics in warfare, 

like much of learning at the time, consisted mostly of studying and attempting to replicate 

past greats. It is not surprising given this that Confederate officers attempted to emulate 

Napoleon through Jomini. However, near the end of the Civil War, their reliance on 

Jomini’s maxims began to decrease and Confederate units began to construct elaborate 

field defenses to assist their troops in defending certain areas, and battlefields began to 

resemble World War 1 much more than the Napoleonic Wars.  

These entrenchments do not come from Jomini’s work, as Jomini did not 

advocate any sort of entrenchment. Indeed, he advised against trying to hold a specific 

area for too long, stating that a defending army must eventually give ground to an 
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attacking army lest it be decisively defeated.55 As such, the emergence of entrenchments 

on the Civil War battlefield marks an end to the dogmatic adherence to Jominic traditions 

that marks the first two years of the Civil War. Some authors attribute this increased 

focus on field entrenchments to Clausewitz. While it is true that, unlike Jomini, he 

actually mentions field entrenchments, he does not mention using them to defend one’s 

battle-lines, arguing that they are only appropriate to defending an isolated point. 

Essentially Clausewitz is arguing for the creation of a miniature fortress rather than any 

sort of field entrenchments simply designed to protect lines of troops.56 Clausewitz 

however does explain how to utilize terrain in great detail during a battle and he may be 

the inspiration for the terrain focused defenses of Generals Grant and Rosecrans at the 

Battles of Shiloh and Stones River, interestingly Clausewitz argues for the utilization of 

rough terrain to bolster a defensive line, this is in complete opposition to Jomini who 

argues uniformly against it stating that while it seems like a good idea any army forced to 

retreat through the terrain will be broken up, scattered and defeated57 58 

These new field fortifications had never been seen before outside of sieges in 

Western warfare in the age of gunpowder, and as such were the brainchild of American 

engineers. The relation of science and engineering to warfare has fluctuated through 
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history. Henry Guerlac states in “Vauban: The Impact of Science on War” in Makers of 

Modern Strategy from Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age edited by Peter Paret that the 

Romans and Greeks heavily integrated science and engineering into warfare.59 He points 

to their methods of training, armament and formations, as well as the Roman method of 

field fortifications and their innovation and integration of siege weapons (particularly 

ballista) into their legions. He argues that this heavy integration of science and 

engineering into warfare was lost during the Dark/Middle Ages. This led to the 

backwardness of the European militaries versus the militaries of Asia/The Middle East, 

and the loss of the idea of field fortifications and the removal of military engineering 

from all parts of warfare other than the occasional city siege. 

Guerlac asserts that military engineering found its way back into the larger scale 

of warfare during the Renaissance in Italy in the 17th century. He argues that the 

rediscovery of the Roman/Greek methods of warfare and engineering by Italian 

engineers, combined with the necessity brought about by constant French invasions, 

caused many Renaissance scientists to become involved in the creation of improved 

fortifications to protect their city states, whose  medieval-style, thin, tall stone walls were 

rendered useless by French cannon. The new style of fortifications (low, thick, sloped 

walls arranged to create overlapping fields of fire) was brought about by theorization and 

experimental measurements on the ballistics surrounding siege cannons and its large-
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scale implementation was brought about by the trial and error of Italian engineers seeking 

to protect their towns.  

It was during this period that much of the science of artillery also developed, and 

the new forts required a great deal of architectural and mathematical experience to be 

able to construct them. This new scientific focus and its obvious importance broadened 

the influence of science and military engineering in warfare, as cannon and artillery 

began to play a larger and larger, and it began to influence the outcome of battles far 

away from cities. This expanded the influence of military engineers and integrated them 

more into the normal army structure. 

Guerlac states that once the English observers and French recognized the 

effectiveness of these Italian fortifications later known as “Star Forts,” they essentially 

copied them. Military institutions, such as the Royal Society of London, and the French 

Academia Royale Des Sciences, were created as a result in order to teach military 

officers the sciences necessary to construct the new-style fortresses. He argues that 

science stayed a key part of engineering siege weapons during this period. Indeed, within 

a few centuries, military academies would pop up in most modern Western nations that 

would teach the sciences required to operate cannons and other siege engines and create 

fortifications to defend against them. This expansion of scientific thought into the 

military, however, would stall at the level of fortifications for some time and would not 

expand further into Western military thought until later. 

During the Napoleonic era, wars were fought as wars of maneuver. The general 

goal was to outmaneuver one’s enemy to bring a critical mass of one’s men against a 
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weak portion in the enemy’s line. While Europeans generally accepted Napoleon’s 

conclusions about warfare as forgone, American military thinkers at West Point began to 

challenge their assumptions as early as the 1830s as they considered the problems with 

applying Napoleon’s methods of warfare to American circumstances and terrain.60 Given 

that West Point had always had a strong military engineering department, it is no surprise 

that the first thing the Americans began to consider is the usefulness of fortifications in 

the age of firearms. A specific curriculum was introduced for this purpose to West Point 

in 1832.61 

This department, taught by Dennis Hart Mahan, would be extremely popular, and 

about 20% of the graduates of West Point during this time period would go on to join 

military engineering units (at this time grouped in small bodies with each regiment), with 

many more students having at least some experience with the fortifications curriculum. It 

was during this period that American military thinkers began considering the issue of 

field fortifications, i.e., quick entrenchments that soldiers could throw up anywhere on 

the field of battle.  

In the years immediately prior to the Civil War, ammunition was developed 

which could be loaded into the barrel of a rifle as fast as a ball could be loaded into a 

musket. This ammunition, invented in France and known as the Minié ball, drastically 

increased the firepower of the average soldier as it immediately evoked a change in all 
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modern militaries from front loading muskets to front loading rifles, occurring around 

1854.62 One did not see a change in military tactics at all, as one still had to remain 

standing in order to load the rifle. However, while the rest of Europe remained with the 

front loading rifles, the Prussians and the Americans began experimenting with 

breechloaders. The Americans also began to use repeating rifles known as carbines, 

which could be loaded while the soldier was sitting or lying down.  

American military thinkers at West Point realized that this new method of quickly 

loading weapons opened up the possibility for the soldier to fortify himself on the field of 

battle while still being able to fire his weapon. While the Americans were the first to 

pioneer this idea of field fortifications intellectually, they were not the first to try them 

out in battle. This honor goes to the forces engaged in the siege of Sevastopol, where 

forces in trenches battled each other for over a year between 1854 and 1855. During this 

siege, the superiority of trench fighting versus open field maneuvering was amply 

demonstrated, but most observers ignored it, believing that in open field battle conflict 

(Sevastopol is on a narrow peninsula), a war of maneuver would still prove superior.63 64 

 Despite these early thoughts given to the issue, it would take American military 

commanders a bit of time to accept the new conclusions. Indeed, as demonstrated in the 
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previous chapter, Union and Confederate leaders were still trying to win a Napoleonic-

style war of maneuver during the early years of the American Civil War by following 

Jomini’s maxims repeatedly without much variance. Because of this and the typical at the 

time military resistance to change, it took a while to see quick field entrenchments 

actually being utilized in the armies at large. 

The use of entrenchments increased when those who advocated their use began to 

rise to greater prominence in the military structure. The issue of supplies, as mentioned 

before, was a critical one during the Civil War. In addition to the fact that American 

soldiers were carrying many more supplies than their Napoleonic counterparts were, 

American armies required between two and three times the amount of supply wagons to 

support an army in battle. A great deal of this was due to the lower population density in 

Europe versus America. In addition to having more supply wagons to move about, the 

American countryside was significantly less developed than the European countryside. 

As a result, the construction of additional routes of transportation to move the supplies 

was a necessity. Simply relying on pre-existing roads to transport supplies – especially in 

the Western theater and the more undeveloped areas of Virginia - was completely 

unfeasible.  

It was in the Western theater that engineers came to prominence, as General Grant 

and his underling General Sherman utilized their talents to construct new supply lines 

deep into Tennessee and eventually Georgia. Although engineers would rise to 

prominence on both sides due to their ability to quickly construct new supply lines and 

railroads, and especially in the quick construction of new bridges in both theaters, it was 
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a result of this prominence that the theory the engineers had picked up at West Point 

began to be integrated into everyday military life. 

Things would change forever when Confederate General Longstreet ordered his 

men to construct trenches and fell trees in order to fortify their lines on the first day of the 

Battle of Fredericksburg in late 1862. While he was criticized for this by most of his 

contemporaries, who argued that such a move would only tire out Longstreet’s soldiers 

who were supposed to be the ones launching an offensive, the Supreme Commander of 

the Confederate Forces, Robert E. Lee, quickly recognized it as a great tactic. On the 

second day of the Battle of Fredericksburg, Lee ordered all Confederate troops to fortify 

their lines in such a manner.65 Entrenchments would not immediately make the transfer 

into wider Confederate tactics, as Fredericksburg was a siege and the Confederates had 

plenty of time to make the entrenchment (they would be used a bit at Stone’s River), but 

they did not believe they had the time on other occasions.66  

 Longstreet, who Lee would describe as the hardest man to move in his army, 

along with famous Confederate General Stonewall Jackson, would continue to innovate 

concerning the ideas of trench warfare.67 During the invasion of Maryland and 

Pennsylvania, Longstreet and Jackson famously advocated that the Confederates should 
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try to avoid the Union forces by moving around them towards Washington.68 After 

failing to follow their advice at the disaster at Gettysburg, Lee remarked, “If I had taken 

General Longstreet’s advice on the eve of the second day of the battle of Gettysburg, and 

filed off the left corps of my army right behind the right corps in the direction of 

Washington and Baltimore, along the Emmetsburg road, the Confederates would

be a free pe

 today 

ople.”69 

                                                           

At the time, arguing for this style of battle was revolutionary. The typical 

argument of the time was that one should force his enemy out into the open and engage 

him in a decisive battle. By arguing that a decisive victory would come not as the result 

of attacking but by avoiding the enemy and forcing him to attack one’s prepared 

entrenchments, Jackson and Longstreet were turning the military thought of the day on its 

head. 

After Jackson’s death, Longstreet would continue to advocate the supremacy of 

defensive warfare. After the army had returned to northern Virginia from its unsuccessful 

invasion of the Union, he stated that he was of the opinion that the army of northern 

Virginia should entirely adopt defensive operations and that all Confederate 

reinforcements should be sent to Tennessee where Grant was busy destroying the 

Confederate forces. He stated, in a letter to Lee regarding arguments that the Army of 

Northern Virginia should try again to meet the Army of the Potomac in a decisive battle, 
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“I do not see what we can reasonably hope to accomplish much by offensive operations, 

unless you are strong enough to cross the Potomac. If we advance to meet the enemy on 

this side, he will in all probability go into one of his many fortified positions. These we 

cannot afford to attack.”70 

By the end of the war, Lee had recognized how powerful entrenchments were and 

his orders would soon make constructing quick entrenchments on the field of battle a 

standard affair for the Confederate armies, whether they were preparing to attack or not. 

The fact that Lee is responsible for their spread is the reason most credit Lee for the idea 

of introducing entrenchment of the entire army, no matter where it was, whenever it was 

not moving as a manner of course.71 Due to his inability to attack, the war in Virginia 

became the first example of trench warfare, as Lee moved from trench to trench refusing 

to do anything but defend despite Union General Grant’s attempts to draw him out.72 

After this point, the Confederate army also began fortifying their camps in the 

manner of the Romans as well. Entrenchments would become a thing of massive 

importance – spare battalions of combat engineers were created whose only goal during 

battle was to construct entrenchments for the rest of the troops and every soldier would 

soon be armed with either an axe or spade. The Confederacy even attempted to utilize 

freed slaves for the purposes of entrenchment. Georgian leaders Senator B. H. Hill and 
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James a Seddon Secretary of War, for example, stated that “every negro with his axe and 

spade could do the works of a soldier.”73 

The Union, particularly General Sherman, would later recognize the value in 

avoiding the enemy and forcing him to attack one’s prepared positions as well. Sherman, 

in his March to the Sea, would avoid conflict while drawing up fortified positions every 

step of the way. He commented on the usefulness of these entrenchments by stating a 

soldier’s ability to entrench himself was as useful as his ability to wield a weapon: “Much 

has been said about the spade being as important to the soldier as the musket – to this I 

add the axe as well.”74 

The actual field entrenchments in the Civil War would take many forms and in 

many ways would be similar to World War 1 style entrenchments. Trenches were 

common, constructed in the same sort of multilayered interconnected patterns as in 

World War 1, and foxholes were common as well, though they were known at the time as 

rifle pits. A far more common feature on the American battlefield, however, due to the 

heavily wooded nature of the typical American battlefield, was a wall or barricade 

constructed out of felled trees. This type of barricade was extremely easy to construct and 

allowed the soldiers to remain standing as they loaded their rifles. This fortification gave 

a great deal of protection to the soldiers behind it. Also added to American entrenched 

fortifications in the later stages of the war were defenses in depth – fortifications behind 

the main lines constructed by special engineering battalions who saw their origins in the 
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Civil War. Indeed, a separate engineer corps would soon spread to all Western militaries. 

These battalions, which originated to do things outside of battle such as construct forts, 

railroads, and bridges to facilitate supply lines, would soon have roles to play during 

battle as well, as each side recognized the value of having fallback positions, particularly 

the Confederates who were too shorthanded to have any reserves. General Sherman 

stated that one of the more useful reasons for having these battalions as being separate 

from the regular army was that they could work and construct entrenchments at night 

while the rest of the men slept and they could in turn sleep during the day as they were 

not expected to fight, the north often utilized freed slaves for this purpose in addition to 

army units.75 

In addition to the integration of entrenchments into everyday tactics, the 

Confederates shifted from the tactical offensive, which was characterized by seeking out 

and attempting to decisively defeat the enemy’s army in every battle through the use of 

large scale flanking/turning maneuvers, to the tactical defensive, a style characterized by 

the seeking out and use of entrenchments on favorable terrain which the enemy would be 

forced to attack.  With the latter, the Confederates hoped to deal heavy casualties to the 

enemy, potentially leaving their army ripe for a counter attack.  

One key to understanding this change in the Confederate mentality in the later 

years of the war is to understand the overall standing of the war at this time. During the 

early years of the war, the Confederates believed that a victory against the Union was 

directly possible from a decisive defeat of the Union army defending Washington D.C.  
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However, in the later years of the war, this began to look much less likely. This is not all 

the result of Gettysburg. Although it was a big defeat for the Confederates, and Lee 

would be heavily outnumbered at all points after Gettysburg, Lee had always been 

outnumbered, and the major change was how successful the Union forces were in all the 

other areas of war by the end of 1863. The entire Mississippi river basin had fallen by 

then and the Union navy was landing troops everywhere. In addition, while Lee had been 

successful against the Army of the Potomac, no other Confederate army had been 

successful against the Union army it had faced. Therefore, Lee winning a decisive battle 

against the Union in Virginia/Maryland would no longer win the war, because it would 

not remove the Union soldiers from the rest of the Confederate territory that they had 

conquered.  

As the war went on, the South shifted almost entirely to a policy of tactical 

defense and a complete abandonment of Jomini’s maxims. Furthermore, the commanders 

who successfully adapted and integrated the new entrenchments and innovated new 

tactics to accompany them are uniformly officers graduated from West Point after the 

introduction of the new curriculum in 1832, while the officers who continued to 

dogmatically stick to Jomini are those graduated before the introduction of the new 

curriculum. 

The Eastern Theater and the Emergence of Entrenched Warfare 

In the Battle of Wilderness near Spotsylvania, which occurred between May 5 and 

7, 1864, between 101,000 Union troops and 61,000 Confederate troops as the Union was 

invading Virginia in an attempt to force it out of the war, many of Jomini’s strategic 
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maxims are in effect. When the two armies ran into each other, the Confederates under 

Ewell and Hill, and the Union forces under Steadwick, Warren, and Hancock, both 

attempted to launch immediate and rather disorganized assaults against each other as 

soon as contact was made. No attempt was made by either side to form up for battle. The 

Confederates launched their offensive in the direction of their march (towards the forts), 

while the Union forces – who under their new, aggressive general Grant were seeking 

more than anything else to destroy the Confederate army – attacked directly towards the 

Confederate army in an attempt to destroy it. This tactic of attacking as soon as contact is 

made and not attempting to form up for battle comes directly from Jomini’s writings. 

Jomini cautions that taking the time to attempt to form up will result in the army’s defeat, 

and he gives no alternative to attacking (such as attempting to draw the attacking enemy 

forces into a trap). As such, both armies chose to attack, and neither army really suffered 

because of this, as neither gave up any defendable terrain in order to attack. As both of 

them executed the same maneuver, casualties were roughly similar on both sides 

(although it can be argued this benefited the Union). 

After these initial engagements, both sides’ reinforcements continued to trickle in 

and rudimentarily battle lines were established. Once this happened, Lee resorted to the 

standard go-to maneuver in this place – the flanking/turning maneuver. On May 6, 

General Longstreet, whose forces had just arrived on the scene, executed the maneuver 

against Union forces arrayed against him by sending some of his troops down a railroad 

bed in order to hit the enemy from the flank. In this case, the maneuver was actually 

extremely successful and Longstreet easily rolled up his enemy’s forces. However, one 

key point to note here is that Longstreet, once again, managed to include two of the steps 
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for a Napoleonic victory that his Confederate fellows sometimes left out. First, he was 

engaging the main block of his enemy’s forces to distract them and prevent them from 

reallocating forces. Second, his forces (due to the railroad bed) were able to maneuver in 

position to attack the enemy in relative secrecy. Because of these two factors, the turning 

maneuver was very successful and the Union forces were forced to retreat. Notable in this 

instance however was that General Lee was able to take the tactical offensive because do 

the the surprise meeting of armies he was not heavily outnumbered as reinforcements 

trickled in for both sides at roughly the same rate. After Longstreets attack General Grant 

despite having an advantage in number abandoned the battlefield due to the fact that the 

Confederates had time to heavily entrench their lines. The Union lost around 14,000 men 

in this engagement while the Confederates lost only 9,500-11,00076 77 

 In the middle of 1864, shortly after the Battle of Wilderness, General Grant’s 

forces were racing around Virginia in an attempt to cut General Lee off and force him to 

give battle on favorable ground -- ground which Lee did not have time to entrench upon. 

However, in early May, General Lee’s advance forces were able to beat Grant’s advance 

forces to the key crossroads by Spotsylvania Courthouse. At the time, Grant’s forces 

were split up in order to travel more quickly and were all converging on these crossroads 

as a designated meeting point. This virtually forced him to engage the Confederate army 
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in this location, as to not do so would have dangerously divided his army and potentially 

allowed Lee to deal a heavy blow to one of the separated units. 

In initial typically conducted inconclusive meeting engagement, the two sides 

began to line up for battle. Grant’s forces again heavily outnumbered Lee’s 100,000 to 

52,000 when they met for battle on May 10.  However, during the preceding day, May 9, 

the Confederate forces had been busy creating a fortified series of entrenchments to 

defend the crossroads. The line was very irregularly shaped to take advantage of the 

terrain around the crossroads, comprising roughly the shape of a horseshoe. In launching 

an assault to force the Confederates from their position, the North attempted to turn both 

flanks. However, given the irregular shape of the Confederate line, it cannot be 

necessarily determined whether the Union forces were following some sort of 

preconceived strategy. They could have been simply trying to encircle the Confederates 

as opposed to launching a Jomini-inspired assault to turn both flanks (as he recommends 

you do with superior numbers). The Confederates, however, were following their new 

tactical maxim in choosing a good defensive position, fortifying with it entrenchments, 

then waiting for the Union to attack, and attack they did. The attack occurring on May 10 

was successful in forcing the Confederate right flank to give ground before the Union 

attack, however the Confederate left flank held, and unfortunately for the Union, Grant 

failed to recognize the significance of the achievement on the right flank and he ordered 

his forces to retreat. While the Union forces on the Confederate right flank retreated, the 

rest of the attack had been unsuccessful and the Union forces were driven back with 

heavy losses.  
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On May 12, the Union forces again attempted to assault the Confederate position, 

this time attacking the left flank of the Confederate line and the center simultaneously. 

The attack against the center was successful in forcing the Confederates from the 

position, although the Union forces did suffer heavy losses and were unable to exploit 

their breakthrough because the Confederate engineers had quickly created new 

fortifications for their soldiers to fall back to. Meanwhile, on the Confederate left flank, 

after heavy hand-to-hand fighting in the trenches, the Union forces were able to force the 

Confederates to retreat. Once again, however, they were unable to exploit said 

breakthrough, this time due to indecisiveness and indecision and a Confederate 

counterattack was able to repulse them with heavy losses for the Confederates. Notable 

here is that while the center portion of the Confederate line was simply able to retreat to 

defensive entrenchments behind the line, the left flank had to attempt a costly assault in 

an attempt to retake their lines, as they had no such fallback position.  

The Union forces tried once again on May 17 to break the new Confederate lines, 

but were driven back without achieving any form of success. Unfortunately, this time the 

casualty figures are marred by the fact that the Confederates launched two small costly 

offensives during the engagement. Even still, the Union suffered a preponderance of the 

casualties, losing over 15,000 men compared to Confederate losses of 8,000.  The 

Confederates, however, lost additional men due to the surrender of 3,000 troops to the 

Union forces during the successful Union offensive against the center of the Confederate 

line on the second day.78 79  
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This battle saw the emergence, in small scale, of the soon-to-be larger-scale 

practice of engineering battalions separate from the main army creating rudimentary 

fortifications behind the main lines for soldiers to fall back to in case a breakthrough 

occurred. This emergent practice would have the effect of blunting assaults that in the 

past would have been considered successful, and it was becoming clear to both sides that 

a change in warfare was occurring. In the earlier years of the war, both sides followed 

Jomini’s maxim that a defensive force must inevitably retreat in the face of a force on the 

offensive, and as a result, both sides were quick to abandon the field after a successful 

enemy breakthrough somewhere in the line. Now, neither side would do this anymore – 

any assault that did manage to be successful would simply be met with a quick retreat to 

defensive lines further behind the front, rather than a complete abandonment of the field. 

Furthermore, the creation of rudimentary defensive lines behind the main one had the 

advantage in that the Confederates were no longer forced to launch expensive 

counterattacks to try to regain their main defensive lines should a breakthrough occur. 

After the Battle at Spotsylvania Courthouse, Grant and Lee again began to race to 

attempt to cut off the other before reaching a critical crossroads or defensive location. 

Once again, General Grant lost the race to the next location, this time the critical bridge 

crossings across the North Anna River and the crossroads between them north of the 

town of Hanover Junction. Grant hoped to beat Lee to the location and then cut him off 

from Richmond, then forcing Lee to give battle to him on open ground. This battle, 

sometimes also referred to as the Battle of Hanover Junction, opened as the Union 
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attempted to force the Confederates from positions guarding crossings around 

Chesterfield Bridge. Meanwhile, the Confederates launched offensives to the west to try 

to force the Union from crossings they had already made around the area of Jericho Mills, 

in an attempt to prevent the Union from successfully crossing the river in this area at all.  

Unfortunately for the Confederates, Lee misjudged Grant’s plans and figured that 

the actions in this area were merely a diversion and that the bulk of the Union army was 

going to attempt to force a crossing farther to the east. Because of this belief, General 

Hill, the officer directly in charge of the Confederate troops near Chesterfield Bridge, 

only dispatched one of his brigades to try to take the crossing back from the Union. As a 

result, the Confederates only deployed around 6,000 troops against 15,000 Union forces. 

Predictably, the assault was unsuccessful, and the Confederates lost around 730 men to 

only 377 for the Union. Meanwhile, near the Chesterfield Bridge crossing, the 

Confederates were able to create extremely crude entrenchments to guard the bridge, but 

unfortunately the one brigade left to defend the bridge was assaulted and overwhelmed 

by three Union brigades and was forced to abandon the bridge to the Union after 

unsuccessfully trying to blow it up. 

Union engineers also played a substantial role in the battle, constructing a 

pontoon bridge near Chesterfield Bridge (which was covered by Confederate artillery and 

as such unusable), and Grant was able to send all his forces across the river. The 

Confederates meanwhile had been constructing another ingenious system of fortifications 

taking advantage of the terrain. They created a defensive line in the shape of a V with 

part of the fortifications along an un-crossable section of the North Anna River. These 

fortifications, along with the river, had the effect of splitting any attacking Union army 
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into two sections. If Grant wanted to reinforce one section of his army with soldiers from 

another section, they would have to retreat north, cross the river, then go east or west to 

the other crossing, then cross the river again and head south in order to reinforce their 

comrades. This created a very dangerous situation for the Union forces should they 

attempt any sort of large-scale assault.  

Despite this, the Union did attempt a minor assault on the right hand side of the 

Confederate fortifications. An even smaller assault was attempted by a drunk brigade 

commander (who was strangely promoted after the battle for gallantry), against orders on 

the left hand side of the Confederate fortification.80 Both assaults were predictably 

unsuccessful and the Union forces were driven back with heavy losses. Unfortunately, for 

whatever reason, Confederate casualties from these particular confrontations were not 

officially recorded, but various authors have estimated them to be around 1,100 – 1,300 

for the Confederates while the Union lost around 2,300 men. Once again, the side that 

attempted to launch the attacks against entrenchments suffered a preponderance of 

casualties, nearly 2-1 in both cases. Once again, after a brief stalemate in which both 

sides faced each other from their trenches, Grant again left and moved all his forces to the 

east in an attempt to outmaneuver Lee.  

In this battle, the Confederates again followed their new strategy of racing to a 

key location, then creating entrenchments there in the hope the Union would attack. As 

with the last battle, the Confederate entrenchments were highly customized, based on the 

terrain of the battlefield. This signaled another break from Jomini strategy, which almost 
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completely ignored the terrain. This battle, although relatively indecisive in itself, would 

have one important consequence for future battles. General Grant became convinced that 

Lee’s refusal to launch a counterattack against the Union from his superior position was 

evidence that Lee’s army was beaten and that its morale was broken. This belief would be 

one of the reasons why he would launch a full-scale assault against the Confederates the 

next time he met them.81 

 The Battle of Cold Harbor occurred between May 31 and June 12, 1864, between 

59,000 Confederate troops under General Lee and 108,000 Union troops under General 

Grant, as Grant tried to invade Virginia to force the Confederates out of the war. The 

initial skirmishes roughly followed the pattern of a Jominic meeting engagement, with 

both sides attempting to attack their newly arriving foes. The Confederate assault on the 

Union troops on the northern half of the Union line failed, as the newly arriving soldiers 

occupied moderate entrenchments previously built by Union cavalry forces who were 

attempting to corral the Confederate forces. The Union forces, on the other hand, failed 

because the Confederates had been there longer than the Union had anticipated. Overall, 

each side lost around 2,000 casualties in these initial skirmishes.  

The two sides spent the next two days gearing up. The Confederates constructed 

intricate fortifications, while the Union forces organized and prepared to launch a large-

scale offensive mainly focused against the southern portion of the Confederate line, with 

a small diversionary attack against the northern part of the line. The offensive, which 

Grant’s sub-commander and former overall commander of the Army of the Potomac, 
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General Meade, led involved three Union corps totaling over 30,000 men against well-

fortified Confederate defenders. The assault was predictably unsuccessful. The Union 

forces came nowhere near removing the Confederates from their entrenched lines, and 

because of their attack suffered massive casualties (7,500 – 8,000 versus only around 

1,500 for the Confederates, the worst casualty ratio of the war outside of a siege battle). 

The attack in fact was so unsuccessful that when McClellan attempted to resume it, the 

three generals in charge of the individual corps refused. Overall Casualties at Cold 

Harbor were around 12,000 for the Union and 4,500 for the Confederates.82 

This would be one of the last times in the war that Grant would actually try to 

engage fortified Confederate positions. By this time, the science of constructing 

fortifications had become so successful that assaults against them were extremely 

prohibitive, and as a result, the Union commanders adopted a strategy of simply trying to 

go around the Confederate armies with the hope of eventually catching them off guard in 

a meeting engagement, rather than attempting to assault fortified positions. As for the 

Confederates, they would attempt to maneuver in to such a position as to force the Union 

forces to attack their positions. The Civil War by this time had shifted to a war of 

maneuver with battles of fortifications, as opposed to the early years when each side 

attempted to make it a war of a decisive battles characterized by large scale attempted 

turning maneuvers. By this point, Jomini’s maxims had been almost completely 

abandoned. 
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In addition, during this period a new role for cavalry emerged. While acting only 

as infantry now in combat situations, as the war shifted to being one where each side 

raced towards a specific spot of favorable ground, cavalry was used a great deal for their 

mobility to beat the enemy army to a key location. Cavalry under Grant and particularly 

his brilliant sub-commander General Phillip Sheridan, after it had defeated the remaining 

Confederate cavalry under Jeb Stuart, was used to hem Lee in by beating him to several 

critical crossroads, finally trapping him near Appomattox, which would eventually result 

in Lee being forced to surrender. 

 

The Western Theater and the Complete Failure of the Jominic 

Tactical Offensive against the New Entrenched Tactical 

Defensive.  

In the Tennessee-Georgia area, the Union was successfully driving through 

Tennessee into the Deep South in an attempt to destroy the Southern ability and will to 

wage war. This area is particularly interesting to analyze in that the Confederates were 

trying to use their old flanking turning style maneuver against the Union forces here, and 

one can see how said tactics turn out against an entrenched foe. General Sherman, 

commander of the Union forces, followed mostly the same style of tactics as General 

Grant, as he had once been directly under Grant when Grant was in command of the 

Union effort in the area.  Looking at these battles along with the battles in Virginia, one 

can see how two different Confederate strategic approaches work against an enemy 
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executing the same strategies. In the Battle of Kennesaw Mountain, the Confederates 

used defensive strategies, while in the Battle of Peachtree Creek and the Battle of Atlanta, 

the Confederates used the earlier style offensive strategies of trying to turn the enemy’s 

flank.  This was a result of their new commander, General John Bell Hood, who had 

replaced General Joseph E. Johnson (who had in turn replaced General Bragg due to his 

poor rapport with the men), due to Johnson’s perceived lack of aggressiveness. 

The Battle of Kennesaw Mountain, which took place on June 27, 1864, between 

the Union army of around 100,000 under General Sherman and the Confederate army of 

50,000 under General Joseph E. Johnson, occurred as the Union was advancing into 

Georgia trying to deal a decisive defeat to the Confederacy’s ability to make war. 

Johnson, criticized at the time for being a cautious general, recognized that the time of 

large assaults against defended enemy positions was at an end, and he mostly sought to 

take the tactical defensive. His opponent, General Sherman (like his counterpart Grant in 

Virginia), normally sought not to directly engage the Confederate army, but rather to go 

around its flanks and force it to give battle in unfavorable locations, or simply ignore it 

totally and attack the Confederate infrastructure. It was one of the few instances where 

Sherman – a general who generally favored avoiding the enemy’s strong points rather 

than directly engaging them – decided to launch a frontal assault against the Confederate 

forces. He did this hoping that Johnson – so used to Sherman’s constant attempts to send 

his army around the flank of his enemy – would be surprised by the tactic: “I perceived 

that the enemy and our officers had settled down into a conviction that I would not 

assault fortified lines. All looked for me to outflank. An army to be efficient, must not 

settle down to a single mode of offence, but must be prepared to execute any plan which 
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promises success. I wanted, therefore for the moral effect, to make a successful assault 

against the enemy behind his breastworks.”83  In addition, Sherman had hoped to trap the 

northern flank of the enemy army by encircling them after breaking through the center of 

the army – and destroy it. 

 However, despite its numerical superiority, the assault floundered. The 

Confederate forces were highly entrenched, not only in trenches but also behind walls of 

felled trees they had constructed, and they commanded the high ground as well. The 

Union forces launched two assaults, but were unable to get anywhere near the 

Confederate entrenchments. Then General Sherman, in his usual response to a failed 

assault, pulled his troops back and ceased the assault, noting that if he continued to try 

attacking that it would “use up this army.” This statement is probably true, as in the 

battle, Sherman’s forces, despite numerical superiority, lost over 3,000 men, while the 

Confederates lost only around 1,000. After the battle, General Sherman would move his 

forces around the right flank of the Confederate forces, forcing them to abandon their 

positions.84 

There are two key points to note about this battle. The first is the obvious lack of 

success of the assault maneuver against an entrenched opponent, in both the failure to 

achieve the desired breakthrough against the enemy and in the number of casualties taken 

by both sides. Notice that in this case the Union takes three times the casualties of the 
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Confederates, whereas in the battles mentioned in chapter two, casualties were generally 

in a ratio of around 1:1 or 2:3, regardless of which side was victorious.  

The second point, tied into the casualty ratio, is how quickly General Sherman 

broke off the offensive. This would become a common feature of Union commanders in 

this new age of war, and this tendency had the effect of making each battle generally a lot 

shorter and less costly. Of the top ten battles by casualties in the Civil War, eight of them 

occurred before 1864, and the two that did not were both meeting engagements. This 

tendency to end the battle quickly and withdraw would also rob both sides of the 

opportunity to deliver a decisive defeat against the other by attempting any large-scale 

maneuver against the other’s battle lines (not that they necessarily could have in this era 

of entrenchments). This tendency made the strategic scale the new area on which the war 

was fought, rather than the tactical scale, as both armies raced to outmaneuver each other 

rather than outfight one another. 

Unfortunately, political leadership, as it often is, was slow to catch up with 

military reality. The Confederate leadership, which did not recognize the new shape 

warfare was taking, replaced Johnson, who they did not think was aggressive enough, 

with General Hood. One of the first things Hood, a widely known aggressive general who 

graduated West Point long before the introduction of the new curriculum, did was to 

launch an offensive against Union forces attempting to cross Peachtree Creek in a battle 

that would come to be known as the Battle of Peachtree Creek. 

The Battle of Peachtree Creek was fought on July 20, 1864, while the 

Confederates were outnumbered 2 to 1 in the greater Atlanta area. However, despite these 
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numbers, General Hood sought to take aggressive action, and once he realized he 

outnumbered the Union forces in the Peachtree Creek locality by almost 3 to 1, he made 

the decision to attempt to attack the Union forces that were assembling in the area. This 

strategy loosely fits with Jomini’s theories regarding a meeting engagement, as General 

Hood had made the decision to quickly attack an assembling Union force. Unfortunately, 

by this time, Jomini’s writings were a bit out of date; as General Sherman, a graduate of 

West Point after the introduction of the new curriculum, would meet Hood’s flanking 

maneuvers with field entrenchment reinforced defenses. 

 The attack was supposed to occur at 1 PM, but due to miscommunication and 

mismanagement, it did not actually occur until 3 PM. As a result, the Union forces had 

two additional hours to entrench themselves in preparation for the assault. Despite a 3 to 

1 numerical superiority, the Confederate force was driven back at minimal cost for the 

Union. Early on in the war, this slight delay would likely not have made that big of a 

difference. In the Seven Days Battle, for example, assaults were delayed on two separate 

occasions by four hours or more, and the assaults were still effective.  At Peachtree 

Creek, the delay ended up not only costing the Confederates a victory in battle, but a 

great deal many casualties as well, as they lost around 4,800 troops while the Union 

forces only lost 1,800 troops. It is also key to note that these losses were not due to 

Confederate prisoners being taken by the Union either; it was almost all in killed and 

wounded.85 
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In the Battle of Atlanta, General Hood once again attempted an attack against 

Union forces. This time, however, he did not even possess any local superiority of 

numbers either. In addition to being outnumbered overall 100,000 to 51,000, General 

Hood decided to attempt a classic flanking turning maneuver against the southern edge of 

the Union forces besieging Atlanta from the east. The attack was actually very well 

coordinated. His flanking force went in secret and he had forces attacking a more central 

portion of the Union lines to fix them in place so they could not reinforce their flank. The 

assault even included a force of cavalry sent behind Union lines as a distraction.  

However, despite all these precautions, the attack was unsuccessful. While the 

Confederate forces were able to drive the Union forces from their initial position, the 

Union forces simply fell back to a more defendable location around a rise named Bald 

Hill. This location had been previously occupied by Union troops and had ready-made 

entrenchments available there. Once the Union occupied this area, the Confederate 

assault could go no further and was driven back with heavy losses. In this battle, Union 

forces retreated from a successful attack to a pre-made defensive location rather than 

simply abandoning the field (similar to how the Confederates had retreated from the 

Union at the Battle of Spotsylvania).  Overall, the battle was a huge failure for the 

Confederates as they were not successful in turning the Union line and they lost around 

8,500 men, while the Union only lost around 3,500. Once again, there were over twice as 

many casualties for the side that tried to attack the fortifications.86 
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 This illustrates the drastic shift in military strategy from the beginning of the war 

to the end, perhaps one of the largest war shifts in military history. The Confederates 

went from a very aggressive strategy to a very defensive strategy, not only as a result of 

changes in the overall wartime situation, but as a recognition of the complete failure of 

the previous tactics in the face of the new ones. Like the Confederacy, the also Union 

adopted new tactics of not retreating from massed infantry assaults, and furthermore, they 

too augmented their defensive lines with new entrenchments that proved to be very 

effective in deterring attacks. 

Also during this time, there is an increased focus on the use of terrain. Jomini had 

mostly ignored terrain and it cost commanders trying to follow his maxims greatly, as 

they often did not take advantage of the terrain when launching their assaults. As a result, 

their turning maneuvers were often not well concealed. In this new age of warfare, 

though, it was typical to make great use of the unique terrain when constructing field 

entrenchments, not only in the overall shape of the battle lines, but in the exact makeup of 

the entrenchments themselves. Furthermore, in addition to the idea of individual frontline 

soldiers carrying axe and spade into battle, there is an evolution of battle engineers, who 

not only construct railroads and bridges for the army, but who also construct fortifications 

for the soldiers behind the lines for them to fall back. This new element of the army 

would also be responsible for the organization and overall planning of the trench lines. 

The overall effectiveness of these trenches is undeniable, although the side defending 

them sometimes loses the trenches. In each case, they inflict extremely heavy losses upon 

their enemy in doing so, and furthermore, in the battles examined, in no case is the 

attacking side able to break the second line of defenses should such a second line exist. 
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Chapter 4 

Conclusion and the Legacy of the Civil War 

In conclusion, perhaps the most interesting occurrence in the Civil War is how the 

American generals on both sides switch from complete dogmatic acceptance of a written 

strategic maxim, to a style of improvisation and invention, where new tactics are tested 

on the field of battle, then kept if useful and discarded if not. In the beginning, they 

literally do nothing else other than follow Jomini, in both the Eastern and the Western 

Theaters. Indeed, at every major battle, they attempt some sort of large-scale turning 

maneuver. 

Lee in the Eastern Theater dogmatically adheres to the doctrine of superiority of 

the turning maneuver. Lee also attempted to pull it off in every major battle against 

organized battle lines. In addition, Lee also adheres to Jomini in that in every meeting 

engagement, his forces quickly attacked the Union hoping to catch them in disorder. Lee 

was fortunate in that in a lot of instances, the turning maneuver works, due a lot to the 

mistakes of his opponents. At the Seven Days Battle, McClellan retreated early. At 

Chancellorsville, Antietam, and the Second Bull Run, attempted Union turning 

maneuvers left their forces horribly out of position and easily vulnerable for a counter-

attack, which Lee, with dogmatic adherence to Jomini, delivered.  

Lee was also fortunate in that he had Generals Longstreet and Jackson on his side; 

two generals who, having graduated West Point after the introduction of the new 
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curriculum in 1832, thought about war a bit outside Jomini’s narrow constraints. This 

was demonstrated by Jackson at Second Bull Run, in his successful holding action 

against an enemy with three times the number of troops, and at Chancellorsville, in his 

well-executed flanking maneuver; and by Longstreet at Seven Days, Second Bull Run, 

and Antietam, with his successful distraction of enemy forces adjacent to the flank being 

attacked. 

In the Western Theater, the maneuver was used dogmatically by the Confederates 

as well. This maneuver is usually independent of any other factor, particularly terrain or 

the supply line of an enemy. At the Battles of Shiloh and Stones River, for example, if the 

Confederates had attempted a turning maneuver on the left-most flank of their enemy’s 

army, they could have perhaps separated the enemy from his supply line and potential 

reinforcements. However, this was not a consideration at the time. The only objective 

was to try to turn the enemy’s flank and other considerations were ignored.  

Critically, however, it is in the Western Theater that the Union first developed 

countermeasures for this go-to Confederate maneuver. Generals Grant and Rosecrans, 

both graduates of West Point after the introduction of the new curriculum, put their 

colleagues in the Eastern Theater (who all graduated from West Point before the new 

curriculum) to shame. Rather than simply abandoning the field in panic, they came up 

with inventive countermeasures to the Confederate battle tactics and were able to defeat 

them. At both Shiloh and Stones River, the Confederates pulled off extremely successful 

early morning surprise attacks (a tactic also recommended by Jomini), and caught most of 

the Union divisions off guard (except in one case where a division manned by Phillip 

Sheridan, another graduate of West Point post-1832, was prepared with entrenchments).  
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However, despite these fortunate occurrences, the Confederates were still 

unsuccessful in their attacks because they were met with inventive Union counter tactics. 

Rather than retreating, the Union commanders simply pulled back and created defensive 

positions behind the mainline to meet the Confederate assault, taking advantage of the 

local terrain in the process. In addition, they took advantage of the flexible detached 

organization of their artillery to bring guns up to meet the Confederate offensive. The 

combination of these two factors was in both instances able to defeat the Confederate 

offensive, despite the latter’s early successes and the fact that they were able to catch the 

enemy by surprise. Here in the West, Grant and Rosecrans put forth the idea that one 

does not have to retreat from a massed infantry attack, but can meet head on. This was an 

idea that “Stonewall” Jackson had put into practice during the Battle of the Seven Days in 

small scale, that General’s Grant and Rosecrans had put into practice on a much larger 

stage and they found that the tactical defensive was once again a valid tactic. 

When the Union first chose to put these tactics into effect on the Eastern Front, it 

was a disaster for the Confederates. General Lee, seeking to destroy the Union army, was 

unable to force the Union army to flee despite forcing several small scale retreats after a 

successful meeting engagement on the first day and a semi-successful turning maneuver 

against the southern flank of the Union army on the second day. In each case, the Union 

forces simply fell back to another defensive line, in the end taking advantage of a very 

nice ridge which allowed them to easily reinforce any part of their own line and offered 

their artillery line of sight over the entire battlefield. After failing in a meeting 

engagement, and after failing to drive the enemy from a field in several turning 

maneuvers against both flanks (following Jomini’s words that an enemy strong on both 
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flanks must be weak in the center), Lee – ignoring the advice of Jackson and Longstreet, 

who advocate bypassing the Union army and trying to entrench between it and 

Washington, D.C.  – launched an offensive against the center of the Union line. This 

offensive, famously known as Pickett’s Charge, turned out to be a huge disaster, as 

massed Union firepower decimated the charge before it got anywhere near Union lines. 

The Confederates were forced to retreat, not only from the battlefield, but from Maryland 

back to Virginia as a whole. 

After this decisive defeat – where all of Jomini’s maxims failed – the 

Confederates, at Longstreet’s urging, adopted a new policy of tactical defensive. In 

addition, they also adopted entrenchments on a wide scale. At the urging of Longstreet, 

these entrenchments, first deployed by the Confederates at the siege of Fredericksburg, 

began to be deployed outside of siege battles. As a manner of course, any unit of infantry 

with a bit of spare time would dig itself entrenchments and fell trees to create barricades. 

Lee was still able to execute a successful turning maneuver when he was not 

outnumbered or not faced with a heavily entrenched opponent and the maneuver itself 

was led by General Longstreet. Unfortunately, these conditions would never come up 

again.  

As a result, in the later battles were examples of the Confederates utilizing the 

tactical defensive to survive battles against strong Union attacks. At Spotsylvania, the 

entrenchments were very successful against the Union forces, but in one case, after the 

Union was able to successfully take the Confederate trenches, the Confederates were 

forced to launch a costly counter-attack to retake their lines for fear of a total collapse. As 

a result of this negative experience at Spotsylvania, the Confederates established 
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additional defensive lines behind the main ones after this battle. For this purpose, the 

Confederates used the newly established combat engineers, previously relegated to 

constructing supply lines and bridges to allow troops to cross rivers. These units now 

played an important part in battles themselves by assisting in the construction of 

entrenchments and especially in the construction of fall-back positions. As a result of 

these fallback positions, Union forces were completely unable to break the Confederate 

lines at North Anna and Cold Harbor, and in both cases, the Union suffered a huge 

preponderance of casualties, especially at Cold Harbor. 

Meanwhile, in the Eastern Theater, after one battle in which General Johnson 

(who graduated West Point after 1832) successfully used the tactical defensive to beat 

back a Union attack under General Sherman, he was removed from command and 

replaced with the more aggressive General Hood.  The latter, having graduated West 

Point before 1832, attempted to utilize the  turning maneuver against the heavily 

entrenched Union forces, costing numerous Confederate forces their lives but offering the 

armchair generals of the future an excellent opportunity to see how the turning 

maneuvers of the past fair in this new age. The two battles in question, the Battle of 

Peachtree Creek and the Battle of Atlanta, were both extremely unsuccessful for the 

Confederates. While in both cases the maneuvers were fairly well executed, in both cases 

they did not work. At the Battle of Atlanta, the Confederates did everything right and 

were actually able to force a mass Union retreat. However, the Union troops merely 

retreated to an already entrenched hill and were able to easily hold off Confederate forces 

attempting to dislodge them. Therefore, while turning maneuvers can end up being 

successful against entrenched lines under some circumstances, once again they were 
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completely unable to penetrate defenses in depth, and it is this very failure that marks the 

beginning of a shift in the way war was fought. 

Unfortunately, despite marking in a shift in the execution of warfare, the Civil 

War would not have as great an effect on the strategies and tactics of the generals of the 

future as it should have. The next large scale ground war the United States fought after 

the Civil War was World War 1, the “Great War.”. This war was about 50 years after the 

Civil War and saw the introduction of new technologies such as the machine gun, long 

range artillery pieces, and poison gas, as well as barbed wire and even eventually 

“barrels,” better known by their more common later name – tanks. Nonetheless, the scene 

in a field somewhere in Flanders during the Great War was not necessarily all that 

different from a scene outside Atlanta during the American Civil War, with both sides 

heavily dug into large scale trenches (though the Americans were typically protected with 

wooden stakes instead of barbed wire).  

Given this, it seems like the Civil War did represent a large scale evolution in the 

way war was fought. Unfortunately, for a myriad of reasons, this was not the case. All the 

sides involved did not learn about trench warfare from the experience of the American 

Civil War – rather they all learned it through their own trial and error. Starting with the 

Americans – the side most expected to learn from the Civil War – in many cases, very 

startlingly, they did not learn from it. Most of this blame lies, surprisingly, with General 

Pershing, the leader of the American Expeditionary Force. When he came to France, not 

only did he completely not believe in trench warfare, but he was in such great opposition 

to it that he refused to even let American units train with British or French units because 

he did not want American soldiers to be corrupted by the ideals of trench warfare. 
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David Trask argues in The AEF and Coalition Warmaking, 1917-1918, that 

Pershing believed that the French and British had all the fight and vigor taken out of them 

due to the years of warfare (and in the French case, some problems on the home front), 

and believed that the Great War would only be won by bold offensive maneuvers by the 

fresh Americans in the manner of Napoleon. As a result of this belief, Pershing’s first 

large scale offensive with the American forces was, although successful from a strategic 

standpoint, particularly disastrous from the standpoint of casualties suffered. The 

Americans suffered almost twice as many casualties as the Germans they faced. They 

were victorious, however, mostly due to the numerical superiority of the Allied armies in 

the region (roughly 550,000 to 190,000), rather than any advance in doctrine. 

In addition to his failure to recognize the usefulness in trench warfare, Pershing 

also was detrimental to the United States military by not bring over any artillery with his 

units. The reason for this is actually partially a direct legacy of the Civil War. In the 

beginning, the artillery in the American militaries was deployed by regimental level, with 

each regiment being offered a certain amount of artillery. Matters soon changed and the 

army began to organize them into their own separate corps that would be made available 

to corps of regular army units as they were needed.87  While European armies recognized 

the need for flexibility in the deployment of artillery, they did not separate their artillery 

out from their regiments to the degree that the Americans did.  As a result, when Pershing 

and the AEF came to France, they were used to the artillery being a separate arm, and 

would bring over no pieces with their newly deployed regiments in 1917, believing that 

they could simply borrow some of the detached units of their allies. These “detached 
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units” were not really in existence, however, as the Europeans did not have the same sort 

of organization of their artillery. While the Americans would end up being allowed to 

borrow some French guns to achieve their objectives, this would end up causing a great 

deal of strife between the American general Pershing and the French general Foch.88 

This organization of artillery outside of the main command structure would last in 

American armies to this date, often to their detriment. In World War 2, for example, 

artillery corps were entirely separate units and they became so bloated and inefficient that 

most of them did not even see combat by war’s end. The Civil War was the shaping force 

for this legacy. Without the experiences of the war, artillery would never have become an 

independent unit in American military culture/organization. This especially is one of the 

main lasting effects the Civil War had on the American military. 

As for the European observers, they also learned very little from the American 

experience. The vast majority of European observers and European thinkers after the 

Civil War believed that for the most part the experience of the American Civil War could 

be completely discounted, due to fact that the Civil War was fought by drafted civilians 

as opposed to long serving professional soldiers typical to most European armies. They 

argued that the failure of bayonet charges and large scale turning maneuvers was due, not 

to the failure of the tactic in the face of a determined defender armed with rifles, but to 

the poor training and execution by American forces. They felt that European professional 

armies would still be able to pull off such large scale maneuvers.  

                                                            
88 David E. Trask The AEF and Coalition Warmaking, 1917-1918. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 
1993. 
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Parts of these conclusions were based on the observations of the Europeans in 

several other European wars occurring around the same time as the American Civil War. 

The Austro-Prussian War was one such example. The quick and rapid defeat of the 

Austrians by the Prussians was taken to mean by the Europeans that Napoleonic tactics 

were still valid. In this analysis, they ignored the many other advantages the Prussians 

had over the Austrians, such as breech-loading versus muzzle-loading rifles, which made 

a soldier able to fire off rounds much more quickly, with the ability to fire and reload 

while lying on the ground. As a result, he presented a much smaller target to his 

opponents. The Prussians also had a much better system of army organization, 

characterized by a large, well-trained officer corps that was generally promoted for merit 

rather than being allowed to purchase their station or simply getting it by heredity. The 

Prussians also had the advantage over the Austrians of railroads, and their military was 

trained to use them, allowing them to more rapidly deploy their forces to relevant 

locations than the Austrians. Furthermore, the Prussians had a more disciplined army and 

a populace motivated by a feeling of nationalism, rather than by mere money like the 

Imperialist Austrian forces. 

This lack of motivation is particularly notable in the large percentage of Austrian 

forces that were captured or simply disappeared after a battle, versus how many were 

actual casualties. For example, at the Battle of Konigsgratz, a key Prussian victory, the 

Austrians lost a total of 44,000 troops. However, only 14,000 of these were actual 

battlefield casualties; the remaining 30,000 either were missing (8,000) or were captured 

(22,000). The Prussians, on the other hand, suffered only 9,000 casualties after the battle 

with only 300 troops missing.  Such a figure as over 2/3 missing or captured never 
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happened in any American battle, due to the organization of the troops on the corps level 

and the motivation of the troops, The Prussians were similar to the Americans in their 

organization of their troops and in the nationalistic motivations of many of their troops.89  

In addition to all these factors, the Prussian/Italian alliance also outnumbered the 

Austrians in terms of the number of troops, 800,000 to 600,000, a situation only 

exacerbated by the ability of the Prussians to more efficiently deploy their troops due to 

the railroads. As mentioned before, the European observers simply saw what they wanted 

to see out of the Austria-Prussian war and assumed that it validated the doctrine of 

Napoleon. These assumptions were further validated by the Franco-Prussian war, where 

the French army was decisively defeated the Prussians. Once again, in this situation, 

although the equipment of the two sides was much more comparable this time, a highly 

motivated army (the Prussians were fighting for the unification of all of the German 

people, among other things) was fighting against one only loosely tied to the government 

it was supposed to represent (Napoleon the Third’s second empire was not very popular 

at the time, and a revolution broke out in France during the middle of the war, with the 

emergence of the Second French Republic as a result). Over half the French casualties 

were classified as captured or missing, as opposed to battlefield casualties. The European 

observers again only learned what they wanted to learn: the breech-loading Krupp style 

artillery pieces would take their place in every modern army, and the importance of 

                                                            
89For More info:  Robert Michael Citino.  The German Way of War: From the Thirty Years’ War to 
the Third Reich. (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2005) 
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railroads would be recognized.  But that was about it; as for infantry tactics, Europeans 

still believed in Napoleon.90 

These beliefs would be quite evident in World War 1 and in the so-called Race to 

the Sea. Both sides essentially raced to find the other side’s flank and attempt a giant 

turning maneuver (the German plan of battle, the Schlieffien Plan, was essentially a 

massive scale flanking/turning maneuver), and each side suffered horrifying casualties 

during this period, close to 1 million each. During this war, each side entrenched their 

forces when they had a free moment. This doctrine had spread among European powers 

as a result of their own expanding engineering corps, and as a result of observations made 

in the Russo-Japanese War. However, despite this absorption, most military commanders 

still believed that Napoleonic tactics were still effective, and they believed that trenches 

could easily be defeated by simply turning the flank. In assuming this, they obviously 

ignored the lessons of the American Civil War, as the latter had several examples of said 

maneuvers failing as the soldiers simply fell back to another line of pre-built trenches. 

The soldiers in Europe would find themselves with similar problems when facing 

defenses in depth, and no large scale turning maneuver would end up being successful.91 

One key factor in understanding why the battles evolved to the point where the 

troops were entrenching themselves, but the generals really had no concept of the 

                                                            
90 Jay Luvass. The Military Legacy of the Civil War: The European Inheritance. (Lawrence: University 
Press of Kansas, 1988) p40 

91 For more info: John Keegan’s The First World War. New York: A. Knopf, 1999. Or Paddy Griffith’s 
Battle Tactics of the Western Front: The British Army’s Art of Attack, 1916-18. New Haven, CN: Yale 
University Press, 1996. 
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strategies behind the trenches, is to understand the one way the American Civil War did 

have a lasting effect upon all European militaries. That was the creation of separate 

engineering corps outside of the main army. As mentioned earlier, all Western militaries 

had established academies for the purpose of training military engineers prior to the Civil 

War, but for the most part these people were simply integrated into the normal military 

structure after they graduated. However, after the Civil War, recognizing the importance 

of having a dedicated unit for the purposes of building bridges and railroads, almost all 

Western militaries separated their engineering corps into distinct units with their own 

command structures. These units learned about the value of entrenchments outside of the 

rest of the military structure. This separation of command and responsibility is the reason 

that, while the troops were entrenching themselves all over the place in World War 1, the 

generals had not developed their strategies and tactics far enough to take into account the 

entrenchments. 

Another point the engineering corps learned from the Civil War was the value of 

earthworks in general, both small scale ones designed to protect individual troops 

(trenches and the like), and larger scale ones designed  as fortifications. As mentioned 

before, one of the main reasons the Europeans were watching the Civil War in the first 

place was to take a look at the effectiveness of rifled versus smoothbore artillery. They 

quickly noticed that guns mounted en barbette (on the top of the fortifications such as at 

Fort Sumter) were easily silenced by hastily drawn up positions four thousand yards 

distant. On the other hand, guns in casemated works protected by iron turrets or shells 

could endure heavy battering.  As the war continued, engineers would discover the 

superiority of earthworks where gun emplacements were virtually dug into the ground. 
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These were found to be of especial use in defending harbors. Batteries dug into the 

ground, such as the Battery at Fort Wagner (made famous by the movie Glory), could 

endure hundreds of hours of bombardment by many guns while still remaining 

operational. Fort Wagner itself, for example, endured almost 60 days of heavy shelling. 

These fortifications, the construction of which was pioneered during the American Civil 

War, were used in the two World Wars in order to defend harbors and shorelines, 

especially along Germany’s famous Atlantic wall.92 

So overall, while generals in Europe and America did not seem to learn much 

from the Civil War regarding battle tactics (or if they did, they stopped learning after the 

Battle of Spotsylvania and as such didn’t learn about the power of defenses in depth), 

they did learn from the Civil War in some other areas. Had they learned more, a great 

many soldiers’ lives would probably have been saved in World War 1, and the experience 

of that generation might have been a great deal different. 
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