
this cover and their final version of the extended essay to their

MAY 2 01

in which this extended essay is

state the andwhether is group 1 or group



Although I was technically 's Extended Essay Supervisor, it would be more
appropriate to say that I was fortunate to have attend five 30 minute lectures on the Civil War by the future Dr.

It was truly a delight to work with her, as she needed very little guidance as she researched and wrote this
extended essay. I truly d id look forward to each of our meetings where she would update me on her research and
enlighten me on  different battles of the civil war.

Over the holidays, she visited Virginia and other parts of the US, taking extensive notes and photos to further her
understanding of the First Battle of Manassas. Her first draft was of a high standard, and honestly did not require
much

improvement. However, is one of those students who is never content,
and her final d raft was much stronger.
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Introduction

The American Civil War lasted from 1861- 1865 and among its most significant engagements 

in the first year of conflict was the he First Battle of Manassas, or, the First Battle of Bull Run

that lasted from July 18th to July 21st, 1861. Many thought it was to be the first and last battle

of the Civil War, with civilians coming from all over to stand at the side lines and watch what

they assumed would be almost theatrical 1- several hundreds came out "from Washington in

their buggies, picnic hampers at the ready, many attended by their coachmen".2 What they in

fact saw was a violent battle - one which mildly hinted at what would come for the next five

bloody and tumultuous years.

The Union loss at this battle was completely unforeseen to many, considering the size of the

Northern population - the North had a population of 22 million, while the South had only 9

million 3, its industrial capacity - the North had six times as many factories as the South in

18604, and its stronger pool of military experience - two-thirds of all West Point graduates

between 1820 and 1860 were in fact, Northerners. 5 These irrefutable advantages should have

led to an easy Union victory during the First Battle of Manassas, the first major campaign of

the war. None expected the Rebels of the South to put up a fight, let alone win the battle.

Hence, the factors behind Confederate victory make for an interesting and worthy investigation, 

simply because the result came as such a surprise to so many.

“In order to determine why the Union forces lost this battle, this essay will investigate

events leading up to the First Battle of Manassas from April 1861 to the actual battle itself 

that took place in July of the same year. An evaluation of the mistakes and failures of 

Brigadier General Irvin McDowell, commander of the Army of Northeastern Virginia and 

Major General Robert Patterson, commander of the Army of Shenandoah, will be made to 

determine who made the mistake most detrimental to the Union. The methodology will focus 

upon an assessment and evaluation of key historical texts, both from the nineteenth 

century, just following the war, as well as more modern texts from the twentieth century, so 

that a balanced judgement may be made. Furthermore, information gained from a visit made 

to the battle site itself in Manassas, Virginia, will also be used. 

1William C. Davis, Battle at Bull Run: A History of the First M ajor Campaign of the

4

Civil War (Louisiana: Louisiana State University  Press, 1977), 162. 
2 Ibid., 153. 
3 Alan Farmer, The American Civil War: Causes, Course and Consequences, 1803-77
(London: Hodder Education, 2008), 146-7.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.



Army of the Shenandoah, both had the hope of the Union resting on their shoulders. Each

however, made momentous blunders before and during the battle, leading to a humiliating

Federal loss. Although many other factors contributed as well, including the strength and

capability of Confederate leaders, this essay focuses more so on the weaknesses of the Union

leadership, and will answer the research question, "To what extent was Robert Patterson

more to blame for Union defeat at the First Battle of Manassas than Irvin McDowell?"

This investigation will be divided into two main sections: the first focusing on McDowell and

his lack of experience in the field, and the second concentrating on General Patterson's lack of

action in the Shenandoah Valley, and its effects on the course of the battle. This investigation

argues that Patterson's lack of action in the Shenandoah Valley was the most significant

mistake the Federals made during the Manassas campaign, and of the two commanding

generals, Patterson should receive more of the blame.

.

  Brigadier General Irvin McDowell

Before the Battle

Irvin McDowell, as Davis writes, was "a bad listener" who "frequently lost himself in

thought while others were speaking116, and it was he the Union expected to produce a

victory. McDowell failed to do so, due to his lack of experience in commanding an army, 

his inability to have his army enact his strategy, and his poor decision-making during the

battle.

McDowell had had no experience with commanding an army, and his appointment as

Commander of the Army of Northeastern Virginia was met with criticism, largely from

General Winfield Scott, chief military advisor to Abraham Lincoln. A former governor of

Ohio, and an outspoken Unionist, McDowell had good friends in politics, and these

political connections played a profound role in

6 Davis, Battle at Bull Run, 10.
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allowing McDowell to be promoted from major to brigadier general on May 14th, 18617,

despite the fact "he had never had a large command"8. This somewhat dubious way of rising

McDowell was also weak in the way he was u nable to condition his troops

appropriately before battle, or perhaps, creating too ambitious a strategy for his troops

to enact. McDowell's strategy was "to turn the enemy's position on and force him out of
it by seizing or threatening his communications" 9, a plan approved without issue by the

President. This plan relied very much so on Patterson's ability to detain Johnston in the

Shenandoah Valley - McDowell himself commented that "he could not hope to beat the

two Confederate armies if united"10. Strategically speaking, McDowell's plan was

fairly sound, if not for his inability to condition his troops before its embarkation. The

men of the Army of Northeastern Virginia "were not soldiers, but civilians in uniform"
11, something McDowell did not take into account when launching his offensive. This

therefore caused a multitude of delays to seize the Union army, as troops constantly

needed to stop for rest and replenishment. McDowell's men used "excessive time in

reconnaissance and in cooking rations, hamstrung by the

7Ibid.,11.
8 James A. Rawley, Turning Points of the Civil War (United States of America: New Bison
Books, 1966), 54.
9 Walter Geer, Campaigns of the Civil War (United States of America: Konecky &
Konecky, 1926), 28.
10 Geer, Campaigns of the Civil War,29.
11James B. Fry, M cDowell and Tyler in Campaign of Bull Run (New York: D. Van Nostrand,
1884), 43.
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Federal victory. An example of his inexperience in commanding a large

army materialises in the march order he issued on J uly 16, 1861. Here, McDowell failed

to assign a mission to his cavalry, and also "threatened disciplinary action against

commanders surprised by the enemy",. Firstly, the fact that McDowell had forgotten a

key section of his army clearly shows an unawareness of how a large army works, and

secondly, his threat to the other commanders slowed down the movement quite

substantially, as commanders were then very hesitant to act for fear



commander's inexperience" 12. All this time wasted was crucial - during this time,

the Confederates themselves were mobilising, preparing themselves for the

coming battle. Ifthe Union had been able to move more swiftly, and met the

Confederates earlier, they would have surely met a less prepared, disorganised

army that they perhaps could have defeated. This failure speaks more of the

greenness of the troops, than the inadequacies of McDowell's abilities.

Be that as it may, these events could be interpreted as McDowell doing the best he could

with the time and the troops he was given. In the Union at the time, there was immense

social and political pressure for an immediate attack against the Confederates. The sting 

of the Fort Sumter attack was very fresh in the public's mind, and they were desperate to

enact revenge on the South. When McDowell argued that his troops were too green, as

well as not "in physical condition to march in the summer heat"13, he was presented

with two forces that he could not ignore. Firstly, the fact that many of his regiments were 

enlisted for only three months, and he had heard "the mutterings of many of the volunteer

regiments and their expressed determination not to serve one hour after their term of 

service should expire"14. Thus, he knew he needed to move quickly. More importantly,

there was the intense pressure coming from the government and the President. Following

the loss at Manassas, McDowell testified before the Committee on the Conduct of War, 

declaring "... I had never handled that number ... I wanted very much a little time, all of us

wanted it. We did not have a bit of it"lS. This quote shows that McDowell did understand

his own weaknesses - that he was not very experienced, and his troops were unbelievably

green. It hence can be argued that it was not McDowell who overestimated the ability of

12 Rawley, Turning Points of the Civil War, 55.
13 John Hennessey, The First Battle of Manassas: An End to Innocence July 18-21,
1861, (Virginia: H.E. Howard, Inc., 1989), 5.
14 Emory Upton, The Military Policy of the United States (Washington:
Government Printing Office, 1917), 244, quoted in James A. Rawley, Turning
Points of the Civil War (United States of America: New Bison Books, 1966), 53.
15 Kenneth P. Williams, Lincoln Finds a General: A Military Study of the Civil War
(New York; The Macmillan Co., 1949-59), 66-8, quoted in James A. Rawley,
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but they were really pushed by social and political pressures. When McDowell attested

that his troops were untrained and incredibly green, Lincoln himself said to him, "You

are green, it is true, but they [the Confederates] are green also"16 - a clear example of

direct pressure from the President for an immediate offensive campaign. This resulted

in the use of incredibly untrained troops, who had received "no instruction in

musketry, and many of the regiments went into action without having once fired their

rifles"17, a factor which surely aided Federal loss, and cannot be wholly blamed on

McDowell. These weaknesses could instead be attributed to the leadership in

Washington, who forced McDowell into jumping into a battle he was not ready for.

Moreover, another obstacle to McDowell's efforts was the speed at which troops and

supplies were sent to him from Washington. In his testimony before the Committee on the 

Conduct of War, McDowell said, "General Mansfield felt hurt, I have no doubt, in seeing

the command he had divided in two and a portion sent over there [to Virginia]. I got

everything with great difficulty. Some of my regiments came over very late; some of them

not until the very day I was to move the army". 18 According to Fry, "a little jealousy of

McDowell arose in the army circles about the headquarters of General Scott, and

Mansfield was dissatisfied"- highlighting another obstacleMcDowell needed tofaceinhis

efforts to form a well-functioning army. However, Fry, the author of

M Dowell and Tyler in the campaign of Bull Run, 1861, was assistant

adjutant general McDowell from May to November 186119, and was known

to be immensely loyal to McDowell, and so we must consider that his

account of the battle may be biased, propagated to paint an image of a

heroic McDowell, battling against those jealous of his achievements.

Despite this possible biasness, the suggestion that Mansfield made excuses

so that he could send resources across the Potomac at a pathetically slow

pace is also acknowledged by Davis in his novel, written in

16 Hennessey, The First Battle of Manassas, 5.
17 Colonel G.F.R. Henderson, Stonewall ]ackson (London, 1891), 167, quoted in
Walter Geer, Campaigns of the Civil War (United States of America: Konecky &
Konecky,  1926), 31. 
18 Fry, McDowell and Tyler in Campaign of Bull Run, 11.
19 Davis, Battle at Bull Run, 13. 
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1977 and thus probably is less biased (as plenty of time has passed since the battle). As Davis

writes, McDowell was "largely the victim of a situation not of his making". 20

Strategy and Tactics

In terms of strategizing, McDowell's ability has been commended by many. General Sherman

commented, "It is now generally admitted that it was one of the best-planned battles of the

war, but one of the worst-fought" 21. As a strategist, McDowell by and large outshone P.G.T.

Beauregard, commander of the Confederate army, who continually suggested extremely

grandiose and implausible plans - "all Beauregard's plans from June 10 to July 17 had been

rejected"22. Furthermore, Beauregard was very fickle, consistently jumping between

offensive and defensive battle strategies.23 In terms of planning, McDowell can be seen to be

the stronger of the two, a sure advantage. Yet, this

In terms of the enactment of the strategy on the day of battle, McDowell failed dismally in

comparison, being unable to make any firm decisions over the course of the day. The first

mistake McDowell made was the "woeful... execution of the early-morning march on July

21"24. Here, McDowell ordered the march to start at two-thirty in the morning. Night 

marches were "toilsome adventures even for experienced soldiers"25, let alone untrained,

extremely green recruits. The progress of the various columns was thus monumentally slow.

Additionally, during the battle, McDowell did not set up his headquarters somewhere in the

rear, where he could direct operations with greater ease, but instead "was at the

20 Ibid., 35. 
21 General W.T. Sherman, Memoirs (New York: 1875), 181, quoted in Walter Geer,
Campaigns of the Civil War (United States of America: Konecky & Konecky, 1926),
40.
22 Douglas Southall Freeman, Lee's Lieutenants, vol 1, (New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1942), 44.
23 Ibid., 40-4.
24 Hennessey, The First Battle of M anassas, 125.
25 Ibid.
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very front, and scarcely exercised any influence on the action".26 From a tactical
point, this was a horrendous decision, as it left him uninformed of what was

going on at the front. Furthermore, McDowell did not use his infantry to his advantage.

Rather than attempt to turn the Confederate flanks, McDowell, on the

day of the fighting, spontaneously decided to send his infantry out in successive brigades.

Once a brigade was defeated, the next would step in to replace it. This
was done rather than "massing the troops for a determined onslaught, driven

home by sheer weigh of numbers" 27. If the attack had not been fought in a
purely frontal manner, the Union could have used their strength in numbers to

overwhelm the Confederates. Finally, a monumental mistake made by McDowell involves

his treatment of the ascent on Henry Hill. McDowell and the Union army

had just "won" Matthews Hill, and could have easily seized Henry Hill if a

determined push had been made immediately . However, McDowell did not issue any

orders to do so until two and a half hours later28, giving the Confederates time

to stabilise their line. Finally, when McDowell did give orders, they were "not for the

sweeping final attack expected by men on both sides"29.

McDowell instead ordered the batteries of Griffins and Ricketts to be moved to Henry

Hill, without infantry support. Both men protested, arguing that Henry Hill

"was no place for artillery, especially without solid infantry support"30 . Nevertheless,

McDowell was explicit in his orders, and Griffins and Ricketts

obeyed. Their guns were taken within the hour, and the Union were unable to take Henry

Hill, cementing their own loss.

As described, McDowell made many errors on the day of the battle, making him

seem the likely figurehead for blame. However, we must remember that the Confederate

side too experienced many tactical blunders. For example, one of

Beauregard's orders did not make it to one of his commanders, General Holmes. This was

either due to the fact one was not made out for Holmes, "or else was

26 Geer, Campaigns of the Civil War,42.
27 Colonel G.F.R. Henderson, Stonewall ]ackson (London, 1891), 181, quoted in Walter Geer, Campaigns of
the Civil War (United States of America: Konecky & Konecky, 1926), 43.
2s Hennessey, The First Battle of M anassas, 126.
29 Ibid., 77.
30 Ibid., 77-8.
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entrusted to an incompetent courier"31. No matter the reason, it led to much confusion,

and is a clear example of the disorganisation that plagued the Confederate army, similar to

what haunted the Union army. Moreover, Beauregard was known to send vague, unclear

orders that his inferiors struggled to understand. Each of the orders he sent on the morning 

of the 21st of July, ended with the same sentence: "The order to advance will be given by

the commander in chief." However, it was not made clear when the order would be given -

before or after the various brigades crossed Bull Run. Participation in the offensive was

also planned for a regiment that had not even arrived.32 This inability to organise

themselves was a sign of a weak and green army, similar to the army of the Union. The

only things that saved the Confederates during this battle was the skilled leadership,

bravery, and initiative of several of its commanders, such as Colonel Thomas "Stonewall"

Jackson, General Barnard E. Bee and Colonel Francis Bartow, and the very fortunate arrival

of Brigadier General Joseph E. Johnston's troops from the Confederate Army of the

Shenandoah, with the latter only materialising due to Patterson's lack of action in the

Shenandoah Valley.

Defending McDowell

McDowell, though astoundingly inexperienced, did what he could with an

immensely untrained army. In terms of strategy, McDowell did have a superior

plan of action, with Johnston, one of the commanders of the Confederate army

himself, commenting that, "If the tactics of the Federals had been equal to their

strategy, we should have been beaten".33 However, with troops so green, an

inability to gain supplies fast enough preceding battle, and immense political and

social pressure to move quickly - none of which were under his control - he was

obviously unable to enact his plans. Although he did make substantial tactical

errors in the field during the battle itself, the Confederates made similar errors,

31 Freeman, lee's Lieutenants, 54. 
32 Ibid., 51.
33 General Joseph E. Johnston, Narrative of Military Operations (New York: 1874),
57, quoted in Walter Geer, Campaigns of the Civil War (United States of America:
Konecky & Konecky, 1926), 42.

11 



and hence, the armies should have been on more even standing, and McDowell's mistakes should not

have made as staggering an impact as they did.

Major General Robert Patterson

Harpers Ferry
Robert Patterson had been retired  for seven years when he was mustered back into the army and

appointed major general of Pennsylvania volunteers34 in 1861. During the lead-up to the First Battle of

Manassas, Patterson had many opportunities to confront Johnston's army in the Lower Shenandoah 

Valley - none of which he took, hindered by his own cowardice nature, and in effect,

34 "Union Generals: General Robert Patterson, USA," Historycentral.com, accessed
August 24, 2013,
http://www.historycentral.com/Bio/UGENS/USAPatterson.html. 
35 Ibid., 18. 

.

The small arsenal town of Harpers Ferry was crucial strategically. Having originally been

occupied by Federals, a group of Confederate:men mounted a successful offensive in early April,

resulting in the quick evacuation of .Federals. The small Union town of Harpers Ferry had been

overridden, and here, Johnston, with the help of Thomas Jackson, began to form the Confederate

Army of the Shenandoah. As Harpers Ferry rested at the very northern tip of the Shenandoah, the

Confederates were sure it would certainly be a point of attack in any Federal attempt to take

Virginia. Hence, who controlled the valley controlled "the fate of Virginia", as Virginia "fed on the 

Shenandoah's grain"35. The Shenandoah Valley was therefore a crucial area, with whoever holding

it exercising extreme power over the rest of the state. Initially, this was where Patterson would

come in.

Scott had ordered Patterson to look to Harpers Ferry and form a tactical plan to advance via the

town into Virginia. Scott and McDowell both knew that any advance into Virginia would "require

a simultaneous movement by McDowell against the Alexandria line, and some sort of movement

to pin down Johnston in
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the Shenandoah" and that the plan would only work if both Patterson and McDowell 

did their jobs. McDowell, when initially drawing up his battle strategy, commented that

he would have no hope of defeating both Johnston's and Beauregard's armies if joined.

Scott replied, "If Johnston joins Beauregard, he shall have Patterson at his heels."36

This reliance on Patterson proved to be fatal.

Patterson began planning an offensive against Johnston in earnest, creating a grandiose

plan where he would threaten Johnston out of his position. If this did not work, he

would send his troops around Harpers Ferry to cut off Johnston's line of retreat. A good

plan perhaps, one evidently good enough to be approved by Scott; however, in his

telegram, Patterson wrote he would advance "however slowly"37. During the lead-up to 

the battle, speed was of the utmost importance. Whichever side could mobilise the

fastest would have a definite advantage, as it would then be able to confront and

surprise an underprepared army. Time was of the essence, and the fact that Patterson

intended to advance at a snail's pace speaks of his indolence and hints at the

sluggishness that would be detrimental

In the Shenandoah Valley

Patterson had been ordered to cross the Potomac on July 1st, to pin down Johnston in the

Shenandoah so as to prevent his army from merging with Beauregard's army at

Manassas. Yet, Patterson's columns "did not get their feet wet until the next day at 4

A.M.", a clear example of Patterson's incompetence as a leader, always hesitant in his

movements. The Union regiments met with some Confederate resistance, but secured the

ford at Williamsport with ease. After five miles, they ran into Jackson, Confederate

commander, and his regiment and battery. Again, Patterson prevailed, and his men all

"felt a brief surge of triumph", and were all ready to pursue the enemy further, greatly

encouraged by their apparent win. However, Patterson felt that his men had done

enough for the day, and had his men set up camp. In his report back to Scott, Patterson

"placed the strength of Jackson's regiment and attendant cavalry and artillery at

36 Geer, Campaigns of the Civil War, 29. 
37 Davis, Battle atBull Run, 43.
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3500, almost twice the actual numbers of Jackson's brigade!"3B This can be interpreted in

one of two ways. One, Patterson and his fellow commanders may have grossly

underestimated the numbers of the Confederates they encountered, and made a mistake.

This nevertheless  speaks badly of their ability to estimate umbers. Second, Patterson was

finding a possible excuse for why he set up camp almost immediately after the

confrontation - his men were so worn out from the tiring battle against the 'extensive

enemy'. Either of these two options

Another instance in which Patterson grossly over-reported the number of Confederates he

faced was on J uly 17th. On this day, Patterson had advanced within 9 miles of Winchester,

where the Confederate army were stationed, when he decided to retire to Charlestown, with

no onward movement against the Confederates. At Charlestown, Patterson telegraphed

General Scott, cl aiming that Johnston's force was 35 000 strong, when in actuali ty, their

num bers were at about 11000.39 Agai n, this i nconsistency in the reporti ng of nu m bers does

not speak well of Patterson's ability as a comma nder. Patterson for some reason had

assumed that he had somehow taken the Shenandoah Valley without any sort of struggle.

On this day, Patterson had actually "retreated seven miles farther from Johnston. At that,

Johnston slipped away"40. He assumed Johnston's lack of offensive movement to be a sign

of his own victory, when in reality, J ohnston's troops had begu n to board trains at Pied mont

Station to Ma nassas. Patterson knew nothing of th is movement, even naively writing to

General Scott that, "The enemy has stolen no march on me. I have kept him actively

employed, and by threats and reconnaissances in force caused him to be reinforced. I have

accomplished more in this respect that then General-in-Chief asked or could well be

expect ..."41 The fact that Patterson, without havi ng actually done anything prod uctive in the 

Shenandoah, had the audacity to pen such a boastful note to

38 Ibid., 86.
39 Geer, Campaigns of the Civil War, 30.
40 Hennessey, The First Battle of M anassas, 32.
41 Carter, Robert G, Four Brothers in Blue (Washington: 1913), 14, quoted in Joh n
Hen nessey, The First Battle of M anassas: An End to Innocence J uly 18-21, 1861
(Virginia: H.E. Howard, Inc., 1989), 32. 
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General-Scott shows his inadequacy plainly. Patterson had no knowledge of

Johnston's movements, yet still tried to pretend like he did - resulting in a

humiliating loss. On July 21st, Johnston's troops arriving at Manassas were

unbelievably important. They not only gave a renewed spirit to the Confederates,

relieving the tired brigades, but also gave the Confederates strength in numbers. With

the addition of about "the bulk of [Johnston's] army - 6000 men"42, Confederate

numbers were almost even with that of the Union. Although it is true that McDowell 

did not use his greater numbers to his advantage - he sent his infantry out in waves 

rather than as a - t e added 6000 men that cam e from the Shenandoah Valley

were nonetheless extremely fatal to the Union cause. The fact that Patterson did not

even make an attempt to stop this movement is quite appalling, and hence, he should

take a large portion of the blame when discussing why the Union failed.

Conclusion
Both McDowell and Patterson made dire mistakes before and during the course of

the First Battle of Manassas, resulting in a terribly humiliating Federal loss.

Although McDowell did make substantial tactical errors, he did as much as he could

with an incredibly green army, facing political and social pressures and challenges in

getting resou ces. Patterson however, did not even attempt an attack against the

Confederates, held back by his hesitant and sluggish natu e. When Johnston's army

left the Shenandoah to join Beau regard at Manassas, Patterson had no knowledge of

it, showing a complete lack of involvement in the ensuing conflict. On July 22nct, the

day after the battle concluded with a Confederate victory, "Robert Patterson was

relieved of command and retired from service".43 Johnston's arrival on the battlefield

gave the Confederates a mobile reserve that Beauregard's army lacked, and this

reserve was a decisive factor in the battle. In fact, Johnston's army rather than

Beaurega d's did most of the Confederate fighting. This can be seen in death toll

figures - Johnston's' units
42 Rawley, Turning Points of the Civil War, 55.
43 Hennessey, The First Battle of M anassas, 32.
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saw 1343 killed, while Beauregard only lost 614.44 Because of Patterson's fail u re, the

Confederates managed to muster u p the extra manpower to completely turn the tables on

the Unionists.

Although it can be argued that McDowell did give Johnston "the time to become a factor in

the campaign"45, McDowell really did have no other choice in the circumstances. With

such a green army, McDowell was unable to move his troops at any faster a rate than he

did. Hence, Patterson's failures stand out as more significant. Patterson's "tardiness,

vacillation lack of will... and moral cowardice"46 gave the Confederates the ability to win,

and so they did - and therefore, it can be concluded that of the two leading Union generals

in the First Battle of Manassas, July 1861, General Robert Patterson contributed more to

the devastating loss suffered by the Union.

44 Ibid., 125.
45 Ibid.
46 Davis, ·Battle at Bull Run, 252. 
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