
FORTENBAUGH LECTURE 
The Robert Fortenbaugh Memorial Lecture is the outgrowth of a series of 

Civil War Conferences held annually at Gettysburg College from 1957 to 

1961. Organized by. Professor Fortenbaugh and his colleagues in the 

Department of History, the conferences attracted some of the outstanding 

historians of the nation. Papers presented at these conferences appeared in 

various scholarly publications such as C. Vann Woodward’s The Burden of 

Southern History (1960). The proceedings of two conferences were published 

in their entirety in book form: Why the North Won the Civil War (1960), 

edited by David Donald, and Politics and the Crisis of 1860, (1961), edited 

by Norman A. Graebner. ‘4 

The Fortenbaugh Lecture is presented each year on November 19, the 

anniversary of the Gettysburg Address. It was sustained during its first two 

decades by an endowment contributed by Mr. and Mrs. Clyde B. Gerberich 

of Mt. Joy, Pennsylvania in honor of Professor Fortenbaugh, Mr. Gerberich’s 

classmate (Gettysburg, 1913) and long-time friend, who taught history at their 

alma mater from 1923 until his death in 1959. The endowment is now being 

supplemented by contributions of friends of the College and a matching grant 

of the National Endowment for the Humanities. 

The first Fortenbaugh Lecture was delivered in 1962 by Bruce Catton; 

the twentieth by C. Vann Woodward in the 150th year of Gettysburg College 

in 1981. With the twenty-first lecture by Jacques Barzun, in 1982, the College 

commenced the annual publication of the lectures. The lectures published 

thus far are: ~ 

Jacques Barzun, Lincoln’s Philosophic Vision (1982) 

David Brion Davis, The Emancipation Moment (1983) 

James M. McPherson, Lincoln and the Strategy of Unconditional 

Surrender (1984) ' 
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In this 175th year of Lincoln’s birth, it is ‘‘fitting and proper’’ that James 

M. McPherson selected the Civil War President as the subject of his Forten- 

baugh Lecture. His focus is, indeed, clearly fixed on the ‘““War President’’— 

words he capitalizes and italicizes for emphasis. Starting with Clausewitz, 

McPherson distinguishes between national strategy and military strategy and 

then proceeds to illuminate what he considers to be “the real strategic 

contribution of Abraham Lincoln to Union victory.”’ 

Recent Lincoln scholarship has devoted little attention to Lincoln as a war 

leader, perhaps in part because it sees him—but not war on the whole—as 

admirable. Current writing is, in this sense, a product of the Vietnam War— 

in contrast to the Lincoln scholarship of the previous generation which 

was strongly influenced by the American experience in World War II. Not 

surprisingly, it was this earlier generation that had written much, and ably, 

about Lincoln’s search for strategy and generals, in short about the ‘‘War 

President.’”’ And now with World War II and Vietnam both behind us, 

Professor McPherson, armed with a younger generation’s insights and vigor, 

takes up where the historians of the 1940s and 1950s left off. He is tugging 

Lincoln studies in both old and new directions. One wishes him godspeed. 

Gabor S. Boritt 

Thanksgiving Day, 1984 

Farm at the Ford 

Gettysburg, Pennsylvania



I feel most honored this evening to stand here just one mile from the spot 

where Abraham Lincoln delivered his Gettysburg Address six score and one 

years ago. The subject of my lecture is relevant to the occasion that brought 

Lincoln to Gettysburg—the dedication of a national cemetery for soldiers who 

died in what turned out to be the biggest battle in America’s biggest war. 

Terrible and tragic was that war. More Americans, soldiers and civilians, died 

in it than in all the rest of this country’s wars combined. But the Civil War 

also did more to shape the nation than all those wars combined, except the 

Revolution. The Civil War preserved from destruction the Union created by 

the Revolution, while transforming that Union into a different kind of 

nation—giving it a new birth of freedom, as Lincoln said here at Gettysburg, 

by liberating four million slaves and destroying a social system based on 

human bondage. An understanding of that war is crucial to a comprehension 

of American history and to an appreciation of Lincoln’s leadership in changing 

the course of that history. 

The most important single circumstance in shaping Lincoln’s greatness 

was the war’He was a War President. Indeed, he was the only President 

in our history ; whose entire administration was bounded by the parameters 

of war. The first official document that Lincoln saw as President—at one 

o’clock in the morning when he returned from the inaugural ball—was a letter 

from Major Robert Anderson at Fort Sumter stating | that unless re- supplied 

first blow of the Civil ‘War, and the fatal ‘shot fired by John Wilkes Booth 

on April 14, 1865, struck virtually the last blow of the war, During the 

intervening one thousand, five hundred and three days there was scarcely 

one in which Lincoln was not preoccupied with the war, Military matters 

took up more of his time and attention than any other matter, as indicated 

by the activities chronicled in that fascinating volume, Lincoln Day by Day.' 

He spent more time in the War Department telegraph office than anywhere 

else except the White House itself. During times of crisis, Lincoln frequently 

stayed at the telegraph office all night reading dispatches from the front, 

sending dispatches of his own, holding emergency conferences with Secretary 

of War Stanton, General-in-Chief Halleck, and other officials. He even wrote 

the first draft of the Emancipation Proclamation in this office while awaiting 

news from the army.? 

Lincoln took seriously his constitutional duty as commander in chief of 

the army and navy. He borrowed books on military strategy from the Library 

of Congress and burned the midnight oil reading them. No fewer than eleven 

7



times he left Washington to visit the Army of the Potomac at the fighting 

front in Virginia or Maryland, spending a total of forty-two days with the 

army. Some of the most dramatic events in Lincoln’s presidency grew out 

of his direct intervention in strategic and command decisions. In May 1862, 

along with Secretary of War Stanton and Secretary of the Treasury Chase, 

he visited Union forces at Hampton Roads in Virginia and personally issued 

orders that led to the occupation of Norfolk. Later that same month, Lincoln 

haunted the War Department telegraph room almost around the clock for 

more than a week and fired off a total of fifty telegrams to half a dozen 

generals to coordinate an attempt to trap and crush Stonewall Jackson’s army 

in the Shenandoah Valley—an attempt that failed partly because Jackson 

moved too fast but mainly because Union generals, much to Lincoln’s disgust, 

moved too slowly. A couple of months later, Lincoln made the controversial 

decision to transfer the Army of the Potomac from the Virginia Peninsula 

southeast of Richmond to northern Virginia covering Washington. And a 

couple of months later yet, Lincoln finally removed General George B. 

McClellan from command of this army because McClellan seemed reluctant 

to fight. A year later, in September 1863, Lincoln was roused from bed at 

his summer residence in the soldiers’ home for a dramatic midnight confer- 

ence at the War Department where he decided to send four divisions from 

the Army of the Potomac to reinforce General William Rosecran’s besieged 

army in Chattanooga after it had lost the battle of Chickamauga. 

Lincoln subsequently put General Ulysses Grant in command at Chatta- 

nooga and then in the spring of 1864 brought him to Washington as the new 

general in chief. Thereafter, with a commander in charge who had Lincoln’s 

full confidence, the President played a less direct role in command decisions 

than he had done before. Nevertheless, Lincoln continued to help shape 

crucial strategic plans and to sustain Grant against pressures from all sides 

during that dark summer of 1864. In August he wired Grant: ‘I have seen 

your despatch expressing your unwillingness to break your hold where you 

are. Neither am I willing. Hold on with a bull-dog grip, and chew & choke, 

as much as possible.’’3 When Confederate General Jubal Early drove a small 

Union army out of Shenandoah Valley in the summer of 1864, crossed the 

Potomac, and threatened Washington itself before being driven off, Lincoln 

went personally to Fort Stevens, part of the Washington defenses, to observe 

the fighting. It was on this occasion that a Union officer standing a few feet 

from Lincoln was hit by a Confederate bullet and that another officer—none 

other than Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.—noticing without recognizing out of 

the corner of his eye this tall civilian standing on the parapet in the line of 

fire, said urgently: “‘Get down, you damn fool, before you get shot!’ A 

chastened President got down.‘ 

Grant subsequently sent several divisions from the Army of the Potomac 

with orders to go after Early’s army in the Shenandoah Valley ‘‘and follow 
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him to the death.’”’ When Lincoln saw these orders he telegraphed Grant: 

“This, I think, is exactly right.’’ But “‘it will neither be done nor attempted 

unless you watch it every day, and hour, and force it.’’> In response to this 

telegram Grant came to Washington, conferred with Lincoln, and put his most 

trusted subordinate Philip Sheridan in command of the Union forces in the 

Shenandoah Valley where they did indeed) follow Early to the death and 

destroy his army. About the same_time,JLincoln approved the plans. for 

ch-through Georgia. It was these three campaigns—Grant’s 

chewing and choking of Lee’s army at Petersburg, Sheridan’s following of 

Early to the death in the Shenandoah, and Sherman’s march through Georgia 

and the Carolinas—that finally destroyed the Confederacy and brought about 

its unconditional surrender. 

Commander-in-Chief Lincoln was mainly responsible for this uncon- 

ditional victory of Union forces. But in the huge body of writing about 

Lincoln—there are more titles in the English language about Lincoln than 

about anyone else except Jesus and Shakespeare—only a small number of 

books and articles focus primarily on Lincoln as a war leader. In September 

1984, Gettysburg College hosted a conference on recent scholarship about 

the sixteenth President. This conference had sessions on three books of 

psychohistory about Lincoln, two sessions on books about his assassination, 

two sessions on Lincoln’s image in photographs and popular prints, one on 

his economic ideas, one on Lincoln and civil religion, one on his humor, one 

on his Indian policy, and one on slavery and emancipation—but no session 

on Lincoln as a military leader. The recently published Abraham Lincoln 

Encyclopedia by Mark Neely, Jr., an outstanding compendium of information 

and scholarship, devotes less than 5 percent of its space to military and related 

matters. I note this not as a criticism of the conference or of the encyclopedia, 

both of which I consider to be superb achievements. Rather, it is a reflection 

on the nature and direction of modern Lincoln scholarship. 

A generation ago, fine studies by two historians named Williams—T. 

Harry and Kenneth P.—told us everything we might want to know about 

Lincoln’s search for the right military strategy and for the right generals to 

catry it out.6 A number of other books and articles have also explored 

Lincoln’s relationships with his generals, the wisdom or lack thereof that the 

President demonstrated in certain strategic decisions, and a great deal more 

of a similar nature. Many of these are excellent studies. They provide 

important and fascinating insights on Lincoln as commander in chief. But 

as a portrait of Lincoln, the strategist of Union victory, they are incomplete. 

The focus is too narrow; the larger picture is somehow blurred. 

Most of these studies are based on too restricted a definition of strategy. 

On this matter we can consult with profit the writings of the most influential 

theorist of war, Carl von Clausewitz. One of Clausewitz’s famous maxims 

defines war as the continuation of state policy by other means—that is, war 
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is an instrument of last resort to achieve a nation’s political goals. Using this 

insight, we can divide our definition of strategy into two parts: First, national 

strategy (or what the British call grand strategy); second, military strategy 

(or what thé British call operational strategy). National strategy is the shaping 

and defining of a nation’s political goals in time of war. Military strategy is 

the use of armed forces to achieve these political goals.” Most studies of Lincoln 

and his generals focus mainly on this second kind of strategy—that is, military 

or operational strategy. And that is the problem. For it is impossible to 

understand military strategy without also comprehending national strategy 

—the political war aims—for which military strategy is merely the instrument. 

This is true to some degree in all wars; it was especially true of the American 

Civil War, which was pre-eminently apolitical war precipitated by a 

présidential election in the world’s most politicized society, fought largely 

by volunteer soldiers who elected many of their officers and who also helped 
elect the political leadership that directed the war effort, and in which many 

of the commanders were appointed for political reasons. 

Let us look at this matter of political generals, to illustrate the point that 

military strategy can be understood only within the larger context of national 

strategy. Both Abraham Lincoln and Jefferson Davis commissioned generals 

who had little or no professional training: men like Benjamin Butler, Nathaniel 

Banks, Carl Schurz, Robert Toombs, Henry Wise, and so on. A good many 

of these generals proved to be incompetent; some battlefield disasters resulted 

from their presence in command. Professional army officers bemoaned the 

prominence of political generals: Henry W. Halleck, for example, commented 

that “it seems but little better than murder to give important commands to 

such men as Banks, Butler, McClernand, and Lew Wallace, but it seems 

impossible to prevent it.’’8 

A good many military historians have similarly deplored the political 

generals. They often cite one anecdote to ridicule the process. To satisfy the 

large German ethnic constituency in the North, Lincoln felt it necessary to 

appoint a number of German-American generals. Poring over a list of eligible 

men one day in 1862, the President came across the name of Alexander 

Schimmelfennig. ‘‘The very man!’’ said Lincoln. When Secretary of War 

Stanton protested that better-qualified officers were available, the President 

insisted on Schimmelfennig. ‘‘His name,”’ said Lincoln, “will make up for 

any difference there may be,’’ and he walked away repeating the name 

Schimmelfennig with a chuckle.? 

Historians who note that Schimmelfennig turned out to be a mediocre 

commander miss the point. Their criticism is grounded in a narrow concept 

of military strategy. But Lincoln made this and similar appointments for 

reasons of national strategy. Each of the political generals represented an 

important ethnic, regional, or political constituency in the North. The support 

of these constituencies for the war effort was crucial. Democrats, Irish- 
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Americans, many German-Americans, and residents of the watersheds of the 

Ohio and Missouri Rivers had not voted for Lincoln in 1860 and were potential 

defectors from a war to crush the rebels and coerce the South back into the 

Union. To mobilize their support for this war, Lincoln had to give them 

political patronage; a general’s commission was one of the highest patronage 

plums. From the viewpoint of military strategy this may have been inefficient; 

but from the viewpoint of national strategy it was essential. 

nd_even in the narrower military sense the political patronage system 

produced great benefits for the North, for without it Ulysses S. Grant and 

William Tecumseh Sherman might not have gotten their start up the chain 

of command. Although West Point graduates, both men had resigned from 

the pre-war army and neither was conspicuous at the outbreak of the war. 

But Sherman happened to be the brother of an influential Republican senator 

from Ohio and Grant happened to be a friend of an influential Republican 

congressman from Illinois. These fortuitous political connections got them 

their initial commissions in the army. The rest is history—but had it not been 

for the political dictates of national strategy, they might never have been able 

to make their mark on the history of military strategy. 

Clausewitz describes two kinds of national strategy in war. One is the 

conquest of a certain amount of the enemy’s territory or the defense of one’s 

own territory from enemy conquest. The second is the overthrow of the 

enemy’s political system. The first usually means a limited war ended by a 

negotiated peace. The second usually means a total war ending in uncondi- 

tional surrender by the loser.!° These are absolute or ideal types, of course; 

in the real world some warts are a mixture of both types. In American history 

most of our wats have been mainly of the first, limited type: the Revolution, 

which did seek the overthrow of British political power in the thirteen 

colonies but not elsewhere; the War of 1812; the Mexican War; the Spanish- 

American War; the Korean War. American goals in World War I were mixed: 

primarily they involved the limited aims of defending the territory and right 

of self-government of European nationalities, but in effect this required the 

overthrow of the German and Austro-Hungarian monarchies. In Vietnam the 

American goal was mainly the limited one of defending the territory and 

sovereignty of South Vietnam and its anti-Communist government, but this 

was mixed with the purpose of overthrowing the political and social system 

that prevailed in part of South Vietnam and involved attacks on that system 

in North Vietnam as well. 

World War II and the Civil War were the two genuine examples in 

American history of Clausewitz’s second type of war—total war ending in 

unconditional surrender and the overthrow of the enemy’s political system. 

By total war I mean not only this absolute war aim but also the total 

mobilization of a nation’s population and resources for a prolonged conflict 
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that ends only when the armed forces and resources of one side are totally 

exhausted or destroyed. 

Common sense, not to mention Clausewitz, will tell us that there must 

be congruity between national and military strategy. That is, an all-out war 

to overthrow the enemy requires total mobilization and a military strategy 

to destroy the enemy’s armies, resources, and morale, while a limited war 

requires a limited military strategy to gain or defend territory. When national 

and military strategy become inconsistent with each other—when the armed 

forces adopt or want to adopt an unlimited military strategy to fight a limited 

war, or vice versa—then a nation fights at cross purposes, with dissension 

or failure the likely outcome. This can happen when a war that is initially 

limited in purpose takes on a momentum, a life of its own that carries the 

participants beyond their original commitment without a proper redefinition 

of war aims—for example World War I, which became a total war in military 

strategy without a concomitant redefinition of national strategy and ended 

in an armistice instead of unconditional surrender. But it produced a peace 

treaty that Germany resented as a Dikiat because it treated the Germans as 

if they had surrendered unconditionally. This in turn generated a stab-in-the- 

back legend that facilitated the rise of Hitler. 

One of the reasons why Allied powers in World War II insisted on 

unconditional surrender was their determination tnat this time there must 

be no armistice, no stab-in-the-back legend, no doubt on the part of the 

defeated peoples that they had been utterly beaten and their Fascist govern- 

ments overthrown. The Allies won World War II because they had a clear 

national strategy and a military strategy in harmony with it—along with the 

resources to do the job. In the Korean War, disharmony between President 

Truman, who insisted on a limited war, and General MacArthur, who wanted 

to fight an unlimited one, resulted in MacArthur’s dismissal and a sense of 

frustration among many Americans who wanted to overthrow the Communist 

government of North Korea and perhaps of China as well. In Vietnam, the 

controversy and failure resulted fromian inability of the government to define 

clearly the American national strategy. This inability resulted in turn from 

deep and bitter divisions in American society over the national purpose in 

this conflict. Without a clear national strategy to guide them, the armed forces 

could not develop an effective military strategy. 

The Civil War confronted the Union government with these same dangers 

of unclear national strategy and a consequent confusion of purpose between 

national and military strategy. Like World War I, the Civil War started out 

| as one kind of war and evolved into something quite different. But in contrast 

to World War I, the government of the victorious side in the Civil War 

developed a national strategy to give purpose to a military strategy of total 

war, and preserved a political majority in support of this national strategy 

through dark days of defeat, despair, and division. This was the real strategic 
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contribution of Abraham Lincoln to Union victory. His role in shaping a 

national strategy of unconditional surrender by the Confederacy was more 

important to the war’s outcome than his endless hours at the War Department 

sending telegrams to generals and devising strategic combinations to defeat 

Confederate armies. 

In one sense, from the beginning the North fought Clausewitz’s second 

type of war—to overthrow the enemy’s government—for the Northern war 

aim was to bring Confederate states back into the Union. But Lincoln waged 

this war on the legal theory that since secession was unconstitutional, 

Southern states were still 77 the Union and the Confederate government was 

not a legitimate government. Lincoln’s first war action, the proclamation of 

April 15, 1861, calling for 75,000 militia to serve for ninety days, declared 

that their purpose would be to ‘“‘suppress . . . combinations too powerful 

to be suppressed by the ordinary course of judicial proceedings.’’"! In other 

words this was a domestic insurrection, a rebellion by certain lawless citizens, 

not a war between nations. Throughout the war Lincoln maintained this legal 

fiction; he never referred_to Confederate states or to Confederates, but to 

rebel states and rebels. Thus, _the North fought. fhe war on the. theory. not 

suppressing, insurrection. and restoring authority i in its own ierritory. “This 

riational strategy was based on an assumption that a majority of the Southern 

people were loyal to the Union and that eleven states had been swept into 

secession by the passions of the moment. Once the United States demonstrated 

its firmness by regaining control of its forts and other property in the South, 

those presumed legions of loyal Unionists would regain political control of 

their states and resume their normal allegiance to the United States. In his 

first message to Congress, nearly three months after the firing on Fort Sumter, 

Lincoln questioned ‘‘whether there is, to-day, a majority of the legally 

qualified voters of any State, except perhaps South Carolina, in favor of 

disunion.”’ And to show that he would temper firmness with restraint, Lincoln 

promised that while suppressing insurrection the federalized militia would 

avoid ‘‘any devastation, any destruction of, or interference with, property, 

or any disturbance of peaceful citizens.” !? 

This was a national strategy of limited war—very limited, indeed scarcely 

waspat all, but a police action to quella rather large riot. This limited national 

strategy required a limited military strategy, so General-in-Chief Winfield Scott 

—himself a loyal Virginian who shared the government’s faith in Southern 

Unionism—came up with such a strategy, which was soon labelled the 

Anaconda Plan. This plan called for a blockade of Southern salt-water ports 

by the navy and a campaign down the Mississippi by a combined army and 

fresh-water naval task force to split the Confederacy and surround most of 

it with a blue cordon. Having thus sealed off the rebels from the world, Scott 
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