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The Autumn of 1862 

A Season of Opportunity 

oo) 

White’s Ford on the Potomac River near Leesburg, Virginia, presented a , 
memorable scene on September 4-7, 1862. The weather was brilliantly fine, 

with bright sunshine playing off the water of the historic river that symbolized 

the division between North and South. Wildflowers grew thickly along the 

banks, their vivid colors standing out against dense foliage of towering trees 

that framed the Potomac. Long lines of veterans of the Confederate Army of 
Northern Virginia, victors in recent battles with the Army of the Potomac out- 
side Richmond and on the rolling plains of Manassas, made their way across 
the river into Maryland. Above the winding columns, the careless chatter of 
soldiers mixed with strains of ‘‘Maryland, My Maryland’’ played by Con- 
federate bands on the east side of the Potomac. It was a grand panorama of 
an army in motion, only slightly flawed by the obviously ragged appearance 

of the Southern soldiers. 
The Confederacy’s leadership sensed opportunity in late summer and early 

autumn 1862. As R. E. Lee’s soldiers tramped into Maryland, Southern for- 

tunes on the battlefield rapidly approached their crest. Far to the west, forces 

under Generals Braxton Bragg and Edmund Kirby Smith soon would move 

into the bluegrass region of Kentucky—between them, the raids into Maryland, 

and Kentucky would mark the high point of the South’s military effort. Lee 

and the Army of Northern Virginia shouldered the principal burden of making 
this great Southern counteroffensive a success. While it is true that in a strictly 

military sense the war would be won in the western theater, where Ulysses 

S. Grant, William Tecumseh Sherman, and George H. Thomas eventually over- 

matched their Confederate opponents, many people perceived the eastern theater 

to be the critical arena. Much of the Northern and Southern public, important 
politicians on both sides, and foreign observers and governments focused on 
the well-traveled one hundred-mile strip of disputed land between Washington
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Army of Northern Virginia Crossing at White’s Ford on the Potomac 

and Richmond for signs of victory. The opposing capitals were there, the most 
famous armies were there—the war must be decided there. 
Abraham Lincoln found the tendency of his fellow countrymen to concentrate 

on the Virginia theater very frustrating. He had decided quite early that the 
West was the crucial geographical region, yet most Northerners failed to grasp 
this fact. That failure stood in stark relief in early summer 1862 when the North 
plunged into gloom over George B. McClellan’s inability to capture Richmond 
during the Seven Days campaign. Lee had not beaten the Army of the Potomac, 
had not even driven it from the Peninsula below Richmond, yet most people 
interpreted McClellan’s campaign as an utter fiasco. Lincoln commented on 
this phenomenon ina letter of August 4, 1862, to French Count Agénor-Etienne 
de Gasparin: ‘‘The moral effect was the worst of the failure before Richmond. . .. I 
believe it is true that in men and material, the enemy suffered more than we.’ 
In answering Gasparin’s call for more victories (by which he clearly meant 
victories in the East), Lincoln alluded to the lack of Northern appreciation of 
the Federal triumphs at Forts Henry and Donelson, Shiloh, Nashville, and New 
Orleans: “‘It seems unreasonable that a series of successes, extending through 
half-a-year, and clearing more than a hundred thousand square miles of country, 
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should help us so little, while a single half-defeat should hurt us so much.” 
Although certainly unreasonable, this eastern bias was a reality that made Lee’s 
movements loom all the larger in September 1862. 

A combination of diplomatic, political, and military factors formed an equa- 
tion of potential opportunity for the Confederacy in the fall of 1862. The govern- 
ments of England and France watched events with special interest. The London 
Times set the tone for many in Britain when it observed that the Seven Days, 
which it called a severe Union defeat, had been one of the epochal battles of 
the century. ‘‘After pouring forth blood like water and fertilizing the fields of 
Virginia with thousands of corpses,’ stated the Times in late July, ‘‘the North 
finds itself obliged to begin all over again, with credit destroyed, a ruined revenue, 
a depreciated currency, and an enormous debt.’ A firm believer that the South 
must demonstrate its independence before Britain intervened ’as an arbitrator, 
Prime Minister Viscount Palmerston overlooked Federal activities west of the 
Appalachians and interpreted the Seven Days as a turning point. He wrote the 
queen on August 6 that England should propose an armistice in October, when 
the results of the fall campaigning in Virginia presumably would be known (and 
presumably would favor the South). 

Lee’s victory at Second Manassas on August 29-30 added to the expectation 
of probable Northern failure. Palmerston thought General John Pope’s Army 
of Virginia had gotten a ‘‘very complete smashing’’ that placed at risk Washington 
and Baltimore, while Lord John Russell, who as head of the Foreign Office 
had resisted British interference in the American upheaval, concluded that Lee’s 
movement north presaged an end to the war. By mid-September (it took news 
at least ten days to travel from America to England), Palmerston spoke of Britain 
and France proffering ‘‘an arrangement upon the basis of separation’ between 
the warring sections. Chancellor of the Exchequer William Gladstone favored 
outright recognition of the Confederacy; in these three men, the South had 
powerful supporters who might sway a cabinet that contained several members 
devoted to strict neutrality. The English people were divided on the question. 
Historians long thought class governed British attitudes toward the American 
war, with working-class, antislavery sentiment for the Union and aristocratic, 
privileged classes for the slaveholding Confederacy. In fact, economic self-interest 
blurred class lines. So long as the North did not declare emancipation a war 
aim, the pervasive abolitionist impulse in England would not coalesce behind 
the Lincoln government. 

Emperor Louis Napoleon of France waited for England to make the first move. 
Confederate independence would abet his scheme to create a vassal state in 
Mexico and bring more cotton to French ports, but after the Russians declined 
a French suggestion for Anglo-French-Russian mediation in late July 1862 the 
emperor decided that British action was vital. French Foreign Minister Antoine 
Edouard Thouvenel averred in late summer that no ‘‘reasonable statesman
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in Europe’’ doubted that the Confederacy would win the war. French minister 

to the United States Baron Henri Mercier advised his superiors in Paris on 

September 2 that Union setbacks during the Seven Days and at Second Manassas 

had created an atmosphere conducive to mediation in the North. On September 

17, the day of the battle of Antietam, Lord Russell agreed with Palmerston that 

Britain should offer to mediate ‘‘with a view to the recognition of the independence 
of the Confederates.’’ Should such mediation fail, added Russell, ‘‘we ought 

ourselves to recognize the Southern States as an independent State.’ He con- 

cluded with the observation that a Federal defeat in Maryland would prepare 
the North to receive Britain’s proposal. 

Confederate representatives in Europe predicted as early as the end of July 

that recognition was imminent. In Liverpool, United States Consul Thomas 

Dudley seconded this reading of events when he stated on July 19 that all of 

Europe was against the North and ‘‘would rejoice at our downfall”’ Lee and 

his army held the key to diplomatic movement on the Continent. Another win 

for the Army of Northern Virginia might well bring recognition for the Con- 

federacy. In their optimism, Southerners thought back to the alliance with France 

in 1778 and the French ships and soldiers that tipped the scales in favor of George 

Washington’s army at Yorktown. But parallels between 1778 and 1862 were 

flawed. European military intervention on the side of the Confederacy was highly 
unlikely; moreover, the Lincoln administration left no doubt that despite any 
setback on the battlefield it would rebuff mediation. In sum, a diplomatic oppor- 
tunity of unknown magnitude hung tantalizingly before the Confederacy in 
September 1862. ; 

It seemed also within the reach of Southern arms to influence Northern politics. 
The Lincoln administration anticipated determined opposition from Democrats 
on a range of issues in the summer and fall of 1862; unless Federal armies 
produced victories in the autumn campaigns the Republicans stood to suffer 
in the November off-year elections. Apart from their long-standing differences 
with the Republicans over economic issues, Democrats argued that draconian 
measures such as Lincoln’s selective suspension of the writ of habeas corpus 
mocked individual rights. They resented the Militia Act of July 17, 1862, which 
gave the president broad powers to coerce service in federal militia units. They 
blanched when Lincoln, facing a severe shortage of men, issued a call for three 
hundred thousand nine-month militiamen in the first week of August, and the 

War Department sent instructions on enrollment and draft procedures to the states. 

Perhaps most galling to the Democrats was increasing pressure from many 

Republicans to add emancipation as a Northern objective. The war had changed, 
insisted outraged Democrats. They supported a war to preserve the Union and 
its constitutional safeguards for citizens’ rights, but the conflict had become 

a gross distortion of that original crusade. Unbridled federal power had grown 

arrogant and oppressive, threatening to compel whites to die for the freedom 
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of blacks. Northern Democrats expressed their unhappiness and frustration in 
words and, increasingly, with acts of violence. 

The extent of antiwar sentiment north of the Potomac was well known but 
imperfectly understood in the Confederacy. Jefferson Davis and R. E. Lee read 
newspaper accounts of a developing peace party. Lee thought the presence of 
his army north of the Potomac for several weeks in the fall of 1862 would galvanize 
Northern opposition to the war. Five days after the first of his infantry had 
crossed the Potomac at White’s Ford, he wrote Davis that the time seemed 
propitious for the Confederacy to suggest that the United States recognize its 
independence. More than a year of fighting had brought intense suffering ‘without 
advancing the objects which our enemies proposed to themselves in beginning 
the contest.’’ ‘‘The rejection of this offer would prove to the country that the 
responsibility of the continuance of the war does not rest upoti us,’ reasoned 

ee, ‘but that the party in power in the United States elect to prosecute it for 
purposes of their own.’’ In offering peace, the South could ‘‘enable the people 
of the United States to determine at their coming elections whether they will 
support those who favor a prolongation of the war, or those who wish to bring 
it to a termination, which can but be productive of good to both parties without 
affecting the honor of either.’ 

Lee and Davis held high hopes for the state of Maryland. Had not that slave 
state been kept in the Union by Federal bayonets? In April 1861 citizens of Baltimore 
had rioted against the 6th Massachusetts Regiment. Marylanders had been arrested 
and incarcerated without benefit of the writ of habeas corpus. Thirty-one 
secessionist members of the state legislature, together with the mayor of Baltimore, 
had been imprisoned for several weeks during the fall of 1861. Similar heavy- 
handed measures had ensured a unionist majority in the legislature elected in 
November 1861. Some Marylanders arrested on political grounds still lan- 
guished in prison when the Army of Northern Virginia entered the state; neither 
they nor any of those released earlier had seen any evidence against them. ‘‘In 
no case has an arrest been made on mere suspicion,’ Lincoln had stated in 
September 1861, *. . . but inall cases the Government is in possession of tangible 
and unmistakable evidence, which will, when made public, be satisfactory to 
every loyal citizen.’ The president’s words rang hollow to thousands of 
Marylanders who wondered if their liberties would stand in abeyance for the 
duration of the war. Lee thought the influence of his victorious army might 
embolden citizens of Maryland to step forward in active support of the Con- 
federacy, after which they could once again ‘‘enjoy the inalienable rights of 
freemen, and restore independence and sovereignty to your State.’ 

Lee and Davis were correct in assuming that a Southern victory ora pro- 
tracted stay north of the Potomac would hurt the Republicans in November. 
They went too far, however, in thinking that even a resounding Democratic ~ 
victory would bring Northern recognition of Confederate independence. They
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confused Democratic unhappiness with the direction of the war with sentiment 
receptive to disunion. Only extreme Democrats countenanced the notion of a 
sovereign Confederacy; most were devoted to a conservative prosecution of the 

conflict embodied in the slogan ‘‘The Constitution as it is, the Union as it was.’’ 
: Lee and Davis similarly misread Maryland (Bragg and Kirby Smith made the 

same mistake in Kentucky), for the western part of the state, through which 
the Army of Northern Virginia passed, was staunchly unionist. The eastern 
shore and Baltimore held most of Maryland’s secessionists, who were far from 

! the liberating influence of Lee’s forces. Success on the battlefield in Maryland 
probably would have earned few recruits for Lee’s army. More important, 
Democratic political gains triggered by such a victory almost certainly would 
not have led to mediation of the question of Southern independence. Confederate 
opportunity to affect Northern politics through military success thus was limited 
to influencing how rather than if the North would continue to wage the war ww 
for the Union. 

The resolution of one momentous issue did depend largely on the outcome 
of Lee’s raid into Maryland. Lincoln had decided in midsummer to issue a 
proclamation of emancipation. Pressed by elements of his party to move more 
quickly, and weary of obstinate refusals by the Border States to consider any 
type of emancipation, Lincoln had announced his intention to the cabinet on 
July 22. Debate among his advisers convinced the president to hold off until 
the North won a military victory; otherwise, as Secretary of State William H. 
Seward said, the proclamation would appear to be ‘‘the last measure of an 

\ exhausted government, a cry for help.’ Once issued, Lincoln’s proclamation 
would alter the nature of the war, making it a struggle for freedom as well as 
for restoration of the Union. Northern victory would cost the South its slaves, 
thereby shattering its social and economic fabric. The proclamation also would 

| render it nearly impossible for Britain, which had abolished slavery in the 1830s, 
to support a slave-based Confederacy against a North fighting for emancipation. 
Ironically, Lee knew nothing of his chance to influence Lincoln’s course on 
emancipation, though it was potentially the most profound of the opportunities 
present in the autumn of 1862. 

Politics and diplomacy figured in Lee’s conception of what his army might 
accomplish across the Potomac, but his principal goals were military. John Pope’s 
Army of Virginia and George B. McClellan’s Army of the Potomac lay ‘‘weakened 
and demoralized’’ in the vicinity of Washington. That presented an opportunity 

‘ to flank the Federal capital by marching into Maryland. This would not be an 
invasion—Lee had no intention of holding any Union territory indefinitely—but 
a great raid during which the Confederates would maintain a flanking posture 
northwest of Washington for most if not all of the fall season. Such a course 
offered diverse potential value. The Federals would have to position themselves 

General Robert E. Lee north of the Potomac to guard Washington, thereby freeing northern Virginia 
} 1 
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of contending armies and allowing the Confederates to strengthen the defenses 
of Richmond, Lee would hold the initiative in Maryland, whereas in Virginia 
he could do little more than wait for the next Union effort to turn his position 
and strike at the Southern capital. The raid would bring desperately needed 
supplies from Maryland and perhaps Pennsylvania to the Army of Northern 
Virginia. At the same time, the fall harvest in the Shenandoah Valley and else- 
where in Virginia might be gathered in safety. When the approach of winter 
exhausted supplies in Maryland, Lee would withdraw to Virginia. 

Lee expressed no fear of aggressive Union reaction to his raid. Reports through 
the first week of September indicated that the Federals were concentrating in 
their fortifications at Washington and Alexandria. Should a Northern force stir 
itself to press Lee, he would have the advantage of fighting on the tactical defen- 
sive.in a place of his choosing. ‘‘The only two subjects that give me any 
uneasiness,’’ Lee wrote Davis on September 4, ‘‘are my supplies of ammunition 
and subsistence.’ The former was not an immediate problem: ‘‘I have enough 
for present use, and must await results before deciding to what point I will have 
additional supplies forwarded.’ The farms of western Maryland would answer 
needs for food and fodder. Lee summed up his analysis of the military, political, 
and diplomatic opportunities of early autumn 1862 in the opening sentence of 
a letter to Davis on September 3: ‘‘The present seems to be the most propitious 
time since the commencement of the war for the Confederate Army to enter 
Maryland.’ 

Lee manifestly believed he could take advantage of at least some of the oppor- 
tunities that beckoned. But was his army equipped to carry out a major campaign 
across the Potomac in early September 1862? If it was not, the glimmering 
possibilities at home and abroad were but so many dancing mirages. Most writers 
have proceeded from the assumption that the South could have attained more 
if only certain crucial episodes had gone differently—if, for example, Lee’s 
orders for the campaign had not fallen into McClellan’s hands on September 
13. A close look at the Army of Northern Virginia as it entered and maneuvered’ 
in Maryland during the first ten days of the raid—before any fighting took place— 
suggests otherwise. 

The numerical strength of the Army of Northern Virginia on the eve of the 
campaign was at best marginally adequate to undertake an operation that might 
result in battle against Federal forces approaching one hundred thousand soldiers. 
Two months of hard fighting and marching had extracted a grievous toll. One 
careful observer wrote that when the army was at Frederick, Maryland, on 
September 7 its ‘‘divisions had sunk to little more than brigades, & brigades 
nearly to regiments.’” Though impossible to estimate with precision, Lee’s 
effectives at the time he crossed the river probably totaled 40,000 to 45,000 
infantry, 5,500 cavalry, and 4,000 artillery—in all, 50,000 to 55,000 men. Critical 
shortages of clothing and equipment added to a grim situation. Lee himself 

Season of Opportunity 9 

admitted to Davis on September 3 that ‘‘the army is not properly equipped 
for an invasion of an enemy’s territory.’ ‘‘It lacks much of the material of war,’ 
Lee stated, ‘‘is feeble in transportation, the animals being much reduced, and 

the men are poorly provided with clothes, and in thousands of instances are 
destitute of shoes.’’ This sobering information appeared in the same letter wherein 

Lee told Davis it was ‘‘the most propitious time since the commencement of 
the war’’ to carry the war northward. With scarcely half the men and but a 
fraction of the material resources of his foe, Lee could expect very little margin 

for error in Maryland. 

Lee could look with assurance to his principal subordinates. James Longstreet 
and Stonewall Jackson had matured in the crucible of fighting on the Peninsula 
and during the campaign of Second Manassas. Together with Lee, they would 
do much to make the Army of Northern Virginia a formidable.instrument—in 
time one of the legendary field commands. Although each was injured in early 
September, they could be relied upon for solid direction at the top. No less 
an asset was Jeb Stuart, whose skill in screening and reconnaissance and presence 
of mind on the battlefield assured-Lee of superlative cavalry support. William 
Nelson Pendleton provided indifferent direction to the artillery, though able 
young subordinates substantially offset his ineptitude. 

Lower levels of command presented a darker picture. Attrition among generals 
had been frightful since late June. Colonels led eight of Stonewall Jackson’s 
fourteen brigades, and with Richard S. Ewell out of action because of his wound 
at Groveton and A. P. Hill under arrest due to a dispute with Jackson, not one 
of his divisional commanders held the appropriate rank of major general. 
Longstreet’s wing was in better shape, although John Bell Hood, Longstreet’s 
fiercest fighter, was under arrest as a result of a silly quarrel with Brigadier 
General Nathan ‘‘Shanks’’ Evans over some ambulances captured at Second 
Manassas. Losses among field and company grade officers in both Jackson’s 
and Longstreet’s wings had been so high since June that efficiency and discipline 
suffered serious declines. 

Lee’s emphasis on the need to provision his army in Maryland told the story 
of food and fodder in the Army of Northern Virginia. Men and animals alike 
suffered cruel shortages. Testimony on this point is so overwhelming and well 
known that a single example will suffice to convey the gravity of Lee’s plight. 
A soldier in James L. Kemper’s brigade of D. R. Jones’s division remembered 
that as the army turned north on September 2 after the battle of Chantilly, ‘‘{our] 
haversacks were all turned wrong side out and the very dust of the crackers 
were scraped out and devoured.’ The next day there was ‘‘still no sign of our 
commissary wagons, and not a mouthful of food did we have all day.’’ September 
4 brought some green corn, and for three days the soldiers relied on that bowel- 
churning fare. On September 8 this soldier wrote simply, ‘‘[W]e are hungry, 
for six days not a morsel of bread or meat had gone into our stomachs—and
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our menu consisted of apples and corn.’’ Horses and mules were in a similar 
state. The lack of shoes among Lee’s men posed another barrier to effective 
maneuver. A soldier from Georgia put this crisis very succinctly: ‘‘I had no 
shoes. I tried it barefoot, but somehow my feet wouldn’t callous. They just 
kept bleeding.’ Try as he might, this man could not keep up with his unit. 

In ragged clothing, poorly shod, and inadequately nourished, the men of 
the Army of Northern Virginia, as well as the animals that toiled alongside 
them, were not physically prepared for an active raid into Maryland and Penn- 
sylvania. And Lee’s admission of as much on September 3 did not portend 
a successful campaign. 

The morale of the Army of Northern Virginia as it embarked on its raid deserves 
closer scrutiny than it has received from historians. Nearly every writer dwells 
on the massive amount of straggling. An army that crossed the Potomac with 
50,000 to 55,000 men mustered fewer than 40,000 bayonets at Sharpsburg on 
September 17. The loss of so many of his men chastened Lee. ‘‘Our great embar- 
rassment,’’ he wrote Davis on September 13, ‘‘is the reduction in our ranks 
by straggling, which it seems irnpossible to prevent with our present regimental 
officers. Our ranks are much diminished—I fear from a third to one-half of 
the original number.’ Alexander Cheves Haskell, member of a South Carolina 
family that sent seven brothers into the Confederate army, wrote home just after 
Antietam that, ‘‘Our army is small, but fights gloriously. . . . Great numbers 
of men have straggled off, until none but heroes are left.’ Young Brigadier 
General William Dorsey Pender of A. P. Hill’s division noted in exasperation 
on September 19: ‘‘In one of my regt’s the other day. . .six out of 10 officers 
skulked out. ... More than half my brigade went off the same day. Oh dear, 
oh dear, our army is coming to a pretty pass.”’ Stern warnings, hangings (especially 
in Jackson’s command), and other harsh measures failed to stop the flood of 
soldiers dropping away from their units. 

What had happened? Why did the army, following two resounding victories, 
hemorrhage at such an alarming rate? The traditional explanations are familiar: 
thousands of men fell out of the ranks because their unshod feet gave out; 
malnourishment and diarrhea left others too weak to carry on; others still, espe- 
cially those from western North Carolina, felt uncomfortable moving north to 
fight on enemy soil (they had enlisted to defend their homes). All of these 
men, the usual argument goes, rejoined their units as soon as the army returned 
to Virginia. 

Taken as a group, these factors undoubtedly account for a large percentage 
of the men who were not present at Antietam. They do not, however, explain 
the phenomenon of Lee’s losing fully one-third of his army. Lee himself admitted 
to Davis on September 21 (when the army was back in Virginia) that his force 
“remained greatly paralyzed by the loss to its ranks of many stragglers. I have 
taken every means in my power from the beginning to correct this evil, which 
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has increased rather than diminished.’’ Many soldiers never entered Maryland, 
stated Lee, while others who did move north ‘‘kept aloof.’’ ‘‘The stream has 

not lessened since crossing the Potomac [recrossing the river back into Virginia],’’ 

Lee concluded, ‘‘though the cavalry has been constantly employed in suppressing 

it.’ What Lee described was more than straggling—it was straggling in tandem 

with large-scale desertion. Desertion is an ugly word that few who have studied 

the Maryland campaign have been willing to use, but desertion it was that kept 

men away from their units during and after the campaign. 

Lee also acknowledged that his soldiers were plundering beyond the control 

of their officers. Although he devoted considerable time to stopping this wanton 

destruction of private property, Lee confessed to Davis that he was having little 

success. General John R. Jones, who was assigned to round up those absent 

from their commands, reported ten days after Antietam that he had sent approx- 

imately six thousand back to the army, but that the area around Winchester 

was still ‘‘full of stragglers.’’ ‘‘Many of them have deliberately thrown away 

their shoes so they would have an excuse for being away,’ said Jones in disgust, 

and the ‘‘number of officers back here was most astonishing,’’ This shocking 
situation indicated more than a lack of sufficient food and shoes. Clearly, an 
unprecedented percentage of the Army of Northern Virginia suffered from low 
morale and lax discipline and simply refused to fight in Maryland. Alexander 
Haskell’s comment was most revealing—the stead fast heroes fought magnificently 
at Antietam, but they fought without the help of thousands of their compatriots. 

The loss of veteran company and field grade officers doubtless contributed 
to poor discipline and morale during the Maryland campaign. The wearing 

toll of more than two months of strenuous marching punctuated by heavy combat 
also played a role. William Garrett Piston has suggested that the shift from 
Joseph E. Johnston’s to Lee’s leadership may have been a third factor. Many 
soldiers in the army considered Lee a stand-in for the popular Johnston, who, 
they believed, would return following his recuperation. By the first of September, 
some of these men may have seen all they wanted of Lee’s style of generalship. VA 
In three months under Lee’s direction, the army had suffered more than thirty- 
five thousand battle casualties (Antietam would add another ten thousand). This 

__ was bloodshed on an unimaginable scale; it might have fostered feelings among 
some of the men that if they survived until Johnston resumed command they 
had a better chance of living a full life. Whatever the complete story of the 

straggling and desertion in the Army of Northern Virginia, it seems incontro- 

vertible that morale and discipline were uneven. Lee did not go north with 
an army that had the self-confidence, devotion to its commander, and profound 
willingness to do anything asked of it that would be its trademark in another 
few months. 

Because of these problems and the material odds against them, Lee and his 

army probably lacked the capacity to achieve a decisive victory or maintain
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a protracted presence in the North. Porter Alexander, who was perhaps the 

most astute of all the Confederates who wrote about the war, argued that in 
light of inferior Southern strength and supplies, ‘‘a drawn battle, such as we 
did actually fight, was the best possible outcome one could hope for.’’ Only 
McClellan’s unbelievable timidity and failure to fight his entire army, added 
Alexander, permitted even that unsatisfactory result. Barring egregious errors 
or criminal sloth on the part of his opponent, Lee’s army reasonably stood 
scant chance of seizing the political, diplomatic, and military opportunities that 
have fascinated students of the Maryland campaign. 

The real opportunity that autumn lay in Federal hands. Confronted with a 
range of potential rewards, the alidacious Lee had calculated the risks and chosen 
to go north. He relied ona period of Federal confusion and inaction after Second 
Manassas to permit his establishment of a good position in Maryland before 
having to confront any menace from the Army of the Potomac. But Lee 
underestimated George B. McClellan’s brilliance in rallying Pope’s dispirited 
troops. Within days McClellan restored morale and built confidence among 
the ranks of his combined force, and Lincoln discerned that a beautiful opening 
lay before the Federals. Lee’s army was vulnerable once it had crossed into 
Maryland, its safe passage to Virginia dependent on the Potomac’s fords. The 
farther north Lee went, thought Lincoln, the more tenuous his position. Unaffected 
by the hysteria that gripped much of the North following news of the Confederate 
raid, Lincoln concentrated on offensive operations. Receiving reports on 
September 12 that the enemy was crossing back into Virginia, he urged McClellan, 
‘*Please do not let him get off without being hurt.”’ Three days later the president 
implored his general to ‘‘destroy the rebel army, if possible.’’ 

Lincoln’s hopes were not fanciful. The fall of 1862 was the only time in the 
war that one major army in the East had an opportunity to destroy another 
major army. Many generals loved to talk about fashioning Cannae-type victories, 
but McClellan actualiy had such an opportunity in mid-September 1862 with 
Lee’s outnumbered army backed against the Potomac at Sharpsburg. When Lee 
decided to stay north of the Potomac and offer battle, he gave McClellan the 
most incredible military opportunity of the conflict. Porter Alexander termed 
Lee’s action the greatest blunder he ever committed and marveled at McClellan’s 
good fortune: ‘‘Not twice ina lifetime does such a chance come to any general. 
Lee for once has made a mistake, & given you a chance to ruin him if you 
can break his lines, & such game is worth great risks.’’ 

Great risks and great opportunities were the leitmotifs of the 1862 Maryland . 
campaign. Willing to risk all in pursuit of opportunities he and his government 
saw before them, Lee misjudged the resources of his army. That miscalculation 
thrust before the Federals a most dazzling opportunity for which McClellan, 
despite Lincoln’s prodding and the fortuitous capture of Lee’s plans, declined 
to risk anything. The stakes in September 1862 were as high as they ever 
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got in a war that would drag on for another two and a half years. The campaign 

in Maryland, with its horrific climax at Antietam, did much to determine the 
outcome of that mighty struggle. 

Major General George Brinton McClellan


