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Confederate advance, enabling the Federals to withdraw from the 
field and march toward the Chickahominy River bridges, which 
they destroyed after crossing.

The Battle of Gaines’ Mill was the largest and bloodiest of 
the Seven Days Battles, and it was an unquestioned defeat for 
McClellan’s army. Porter’s command suffered almost 7,000 casu-
alties, including 2,800 prisoners, and had to leave the field. Lee’s 
army, however, suffered about 9,000 men killed, wounded, and 
missing. Strategically, Porter’s retreat exposed McClellan’s supply 
line to West Point and forced him to change his logistical base to 
the James River. The battle was important to the Confederates’ 
morale as General Lee’s first tactical victory as the army’s 
commander (Map 6).

Late on the night of 27 June, General Porter rode to army 
headquarters a mile south of the Chickahominy for a confer-
ence with General McClellan and the other corps commanders. 
McClellan—ill and exhausted—informed his subordinates that 
he would change the army’s base of supplies from the York to the 
James, and he directed that the army’s wagon trains start south 
via the road passing White Oak Swamp, Glendale, and Malvern 
Hill to Harrison’s Landing on the James River. The troops would 
follow in their wake. The commanding general remained a passive 
figure, showing little offensive initiative, waiting for Lee to dictate 
the events of the campaign. McClellan’s orders reflected this 
mindset—he ordered all his corps to begin the movement to the 
James the next day, 28 June, with Keyes’ corps in the lead, then 
Porter’s battered brigades, followed by the rest of the army. The 
huge supply base at the White House plantation near Eltham’s 
Landing was abandoned.

Both armies were in motion on 28 June. McClellan spent 
the day directing the movement of his supplies and trains from 
Savage’s Station southward, leaving his corps commanders to plan 
and execute their individual parts of the retreat. Lee remained 
north of the Chickahominy with his main body, probing to 
discover McClellan’s intentions. When late in the afternoon Lee 
discovered that McClellan was moving south, he determined to 
catch the Army of the Potomac north of White Oak Swamp and 
Glendale and defeat McClellan’s column in detail. He ordered 
the commands of Huger and Magruder to attack the next day at 
Savage’s Station, while Jackson’s troops harried the Union retreat 
from the north. A. P. Hill and Longstreet moved their divisions 
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across the Chickahominy to strike the Union flank to the south. 
Poor staff work hindered Lee’s understanding of the situation and 
hampered execution of his plans—themes that would recur over 
the next several days.

On 29 June the Army of the Potomac continued its march 
toward the James. Porter’s V Corps held Malvern Hill, while 
Keyes’ IV Corps extended the line north. The II, III, and VI 
Corps were at Savage’s Station on the Richmond and York River 
Railroad, covering the last withdrawal of the army’s stores. Per 
McClellan’s orders, all supplies that could not be moved were 
destroyed. McClellan also left behind in the army’s general 
hospital thousands of men who were too seriously ill or wounded 
to be moved.

During the morning Magruder advanced east along the 
Williamsburg Road to probe the Union line at Savage’s Station. Lee 
had ordered Magruder and his 14,000 men to attack and fix the 
Union rear guard in place while Jackson’s army hit their northern 
flank and Huger’s command clawed southward toward White Oak 
Swamp. Instead, Magruder halted his men when they encountered 
the first Federal outposts of Sumner’s II Corps. After wasting 
hours in a futile effort to concentrate more troops, Magruder 
finally attacked Savage’s Station in the late afternoon. After a short 
but sharp engagement, both sides disengaged. Sumner’s troops 

Ruins of the White House
(Library of Congress)
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also delayed Huger’s advance, while Jackson’s command remained 
oddly idle all day north of the river repairing bridges and did not 
get into the fray.

The Confederates had missed a golden opportunity to hit 
McClellan’s retiring column on 29 June. Had Magruder attacked 
as ordered, he would have held a considerable part of the Federal 
army in place and opened the way for Huger to get in its rear. 
Instead, he had fought only mixed elements of the II and VI Corps, 
under the overall command of General Sumner as senior officer. 

Federal command confusion had opened up gaps in the line after 
Heintzelman had decided on his own initiative to withdraw the 
III Corps in the afternoon and McClellan had acceded to Slocum’s 
request to withdraw his division late in the day. Having escaped 
from a precarious position, the Federals spent the night retiring 
southward in a rainstorm.

The road to the James River headed south from Savage’s 
Station for five miles before crossing White Oak Swamp two miles 
north of the Glendale crossroads. All Federal troops and trains 
had to pass the intersection and travel south along the Willis 
Church Road. Congestion necessitated a pause at Glendale on 30 
June. McClellan set up a defense of two divisions under General 
Franklin covering the swamp, posting the rest of his available 
troops west of Glendale to defend the road network. He issued 

Commencement of the Battle of Savage’s Station, Sunday June 29,
by Alfred Waud

(Library of Congress)
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no further orders and rode south to the James. At 1600 McClellan 
boarded the gunboat Galena on the James River. By seniority, 
General Sumner took charge at Glendale (Map 7).

Hoping to capture the stalled Federal supply trains and cut 
off Franklin from the rest of the Army of the Potomac, Lee sent 
Magruder and the division of Maj. Gen. Theophilus H. Holmes 
southward toward Malvern Hill while A. P. Hill, Longstreet, Huger, 
and Jackson converged on the Glendale intersection. The plan 
miscarried. Cannon fire from Federal batteries on Malvern Hill 
and gunboats on the James handily repulsed Holmes’ inexperi-
enced North Carolinians, while Magruder spent the day marching 
and countermarching in response to changing orders from General 
Lee. Huger found the Charles City Road blocked by trees felled by 
Federal pioneers, spent the day cutting a new path through thick 
forest, and took no part in the battle. Jackson likewise moved 
cautiously and his advance stalled at White Oak Swamp, about two 
miles north of the intersection. This left only the divisions of A. P. 
Hill and Longstreet advancing up the Darbytown and Long Bridge 
roads toward Glendale, where fierce and often hand-to-hand 
fighting erupted between the attackers and the Union divisions of 
Brig. Gens. Philip Kearny and Joseph Hooker, and General McCall. 
Thanks to Jackson’s passivity, General Sumner was eventually able 
to transfer General Sedgwick’s division from White Oak Swamp 

Battle at White Oak Swamp Bridge, by Alfred Waud
(Library of Congress)
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to Glendale to reinforce the hard-pressed Federals. Heavy fighting 
continued until 2030, but when darkness fell, the intersection 
remained in Union hands. During the night Sumner withdrew 
three miles down the Willis Church Road to Malvern Hill.

After being dispersed for days in retreat, the Army of the 
Potomac was now fused into one compact mass. The Federal 
position on the northern end of Malvern Hill on 1 July was 
strong. McClellan created a U-shaped line, with Porter’s V Corps 
holding the left and center and Brig. Gen. Darius N. Couch’s IV 
Corps division and Sumner’s entire II Corps to the right and right 
rear. Open ground several hundred yards to their front gave the 
Union troops excellent fields of fire. After inspecting the line in the 
morning, McClellan retired to a Navy ship along the James River 
where he would remain for most of the day. He turned over control 
of the field to General Porter, despite the fact that General Sumner 
outranked Porter. 

Central to the Union defense was Brig. Gen. Henry J. Hunt’s 
reserve artillery, which combined with the various corps and divi-
sional artillery batteries to stud the line with 107 cannon. Hunt set 
up an intricate fire plan that allowed him to concentrate thirty or 
more cannon onto one target. Most of the Federal gunners under 
Hunt’s control were highly trained regular artillerists from the 1st, 
2d, 3d, 4th, and 5th Artillery.

The Confederates approached Malvern Hill on 1 July from 
three directions. General Holmes’ division skirmished along the 
River Road, while Magruder’s command came onto the field from 
the northwest via Carter’s Mill Road. Jackson’s men marched via 
the Willis Church Road and deployed northeast of the Federal 
line. Lee planned a converging attack on the Federals and wanted 
to use his artillery first to soften up the position. The fire of Hunt’s 
cannon suppressed many of the Southern batteries, and infantry 
probes toward Malvern Hill met with bloody repulses. Confederate 
shelling, however, had a cumulative effect. Most of their cannon 
fire overshot the main Federal battle line, striking the army’s 
infantry reserves. The situation caused Sumner to pull his infantry 
back to a sheltered swale and to order Porter to follow suit. Porter 
refused to abide by Sumner’s command and instead shifted some 
of his troops along the line to take the place of Sumner’s departing 
regiments. (See Map 8.)

Lee witnessed these movements and interpreted them as a 
Federal retreat. Several of his subordinates also reported the same 
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information, prompting Lee to order an immediate attack. As 
General Porter recalled, “About 5:30 . . . the enemy opened upon 
[us] with artillery from nearly the whole of his front, and soon 
afterward pressed forward with his columns of infantry first on 
one [flank], then on the other, or both.”

Lee envisioned this charge as a grand coordinated assault, 
but it did not develop as expected. The Southern attacks were 
uncoordinated and piecemeal, and suffered high losses from the 
combined salvos of Hunt’s batteries. Salvos from Federal gunboats 
along the James River also tore into the Confederates, leading one 
southern officer to describe the scene as “not war, but murder.” 
Nonetheless, the steady Confederate pressure eroded Porter’s line 
to the point where his infantry wavered. Porter called up Hooker’s 
III Corps division and used it to launch a successful countercharge. 
By dark the battle lines had stabilized back in their starting posi-
tions, although firing continued into the night.

Just before 2100 a jubilant Porter reported to McClellan: “We 
have driven the enemy beyond the battlefield . . . we will hold 
our own and advance if you wish.” Instead McClellan, concerned 
about Stuart’s cavalry operating east of Malvern Hill and threat-
ening communications between that point and the James, ordered 
a retreat to Harrison’s Landing, nine miles from Malvern Hill. The 
Federals withdrew during the night, and by dawn only a small 

Battle of Malvern Hills fought on Tuesday July 1st, by Alfred Waud
(Library of Congress)
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rearguard force of cavalry and infantry held the hill. A New York 
soldier later summed up the army’s mood as it trudged through 
the rain to Harrison’s Landing: “The withdrawal of General 
McClellan’s army from Malvern Hill, a position that seemed to be 
impregnable, was a surprise to the men in the ranks, and for the 
first time in the campaign they became discouraged.” Confederate 
casualties at Malvern Hill were about 5,600, while the Union lost 
3,000 men.

Malvern Hill was the last of the Seven Days Battles. In the week 
of 25 June through 1 July 1862, 85,000 Confederates and 90,000 
Federals battled outside the Confederate capital; the fighting cost 
20,000 Confederate casualties against 16,000 losses for the Union. 
“I doubt whether more severe battles have ever been fought,” wrote 
McClellan on 1 July, although he personally witnessed little of the 
action. Lee’s troops followed the retreating Federals and recon-
noitered McClellan’s position at Harrison’s Landing. A probe by 
Stuart’s cavalry demonstrated the strength of the Union defenses, 
and Lee opted not to attack. The Confederates pulled back to the 
vicinity of Malvern Hill, exhausted and bloodied but successful in 
their bid to protect Richmond. 

The Road Back to Bull Run
Union failures in the Shenandoah Valley and the Virginia 

Peninsula led the president to reevaluate both the war and the men 
leading it. Clearly the conflict was going to be longer and harder 
than everyone had hoped, and Lincoln concluded that if the Union 
was to prevail it would have to resort to more stringent measures. 
The War Department had stopped recruiting in May feeling confi-
dent that victory was near, but after realizing this mistake Lincoln 
called for an additional 300,000 volunteers in July. Meanwhile, 
Radical Republican politicians in Congress began pushing for 
tougher measures against the Confederate States. Some even 
suggested that McClellan’s timidity in the field and his orders to 
respect the property of rebellious civilians bordered on treason. 

On 8 July, President Lincoln visited the Army of the Potomac 
at Harrison’s Landing. He found the army in good spirits, with 
many officers and men preferring to renew the advance on 
Richmond. The army commander, however, was not as optimistic. 
Sensing the push for sterner measures, McClellan presented 
Lincoln with a letter in which he advocated that the government 
continue to adhere to “the highest principles known to Christian 
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Civilization” in waging the war. Although the government had to 
destroy the political and military forces of the Confederacy, the 
general argued that the conflict should not devolve into “a war 
upon [the] population.” Rather, the North should respect the 
rights and property of Southerners, to include the right to own 
slaves. Lincoln shared McClellan’s fear about allowing the war to 
degenerate into an internecine struggle, but he had come to the 
conclusion that the South needed to feel the burden of rebellion, 
and the North needed a cause that made its sacrifices worthwhile. 
He read and pocketed the letter without reply.

The following week Lincoln made two important decisions 
about the war’s conduct. On 11 July he appointed Maj. Gen. 
Henry W. Halleck as general in chief of the U.S. Army, rebuffing 
McClellan’s desire to be reinstated to that post. Halleck was a noted 
soldier-scholar who had directed several victorious campaigns in 
the Western Theater, although he was not what soldiers would 
call a “battlefield general.” He assumed his new duties on 22 July 
1862. On the same day, Lincoln unveiled a preliminary draft of the 
Emancipation Proclamation to his cabinet. He did so in the belief 
that freeing the slaves in the Confederacy “was a military necessity 
absolutely essential for the salvation of the Union.” The members 
of his cabinet counseled him to wait for a battlefield victory before 
making such a bold addition to the war’s aims, so that the move 
would not appear to be an act of desperation. 

The president agreed and shelved the measure for the time 
being. Convinced by the miscarried Shenandoah Campaign of 
the disadvantages of divided command, President Lincoln made 
another change in the summer of 1862, when he consolidated 
Union forces in the Shenandoah Valley and Northern Virginia 
into the Army of Virginia. To command the new army, Lincoln 
appointed Maj. Gen. John Pope, a Kentuckian with a reputation for 
aggressiveness and a solid combat record in the Western Theater. 
Pope assumed command on 26 June, the same day as the start of 
the Seven Days Battles but remained in Washington as Lincoln’s 
military adviser until Halleck arrived. In the meantime, he orga-
nized his command remotely via telegraph. He commanded three 
corps: the I Corps under Maj. Gen. Franz Sigel, who replaced 
Frémont; the II Corps under Banks; and the III Corps under 
McDowell. All three corps commanders were senior in rank to 
General Pope. Three cavalry brigades—one each attached to the 
three corps—and two reserve infantry divisions under General 
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Cox and Brig. Gen. Samuel D. Sturgis rounded out the force. 
Using the Orange and Alexandria Railroad as a supply line, the 
Army of Virginia’s mission was to secure northern Virginia and 
the Shenandoah Valley, to threaten the Virginia Central Railroad, 
and to draw enemy forces away from Richmond and the Army 
of the Potomac.

Unlike McClellan, Pope believed in a hard-nosed type of 
warfare. He issued a series of general orders to his army that 
permitted confiscation of Confederate property and called for 
reprisals against civilians who harassed Union troops and shel-
tered guerrillas. He required oaths of allegiance among civilians 
in Northern Virginia and promised execution for all captured 
guerrillas. 

General Pope also penned a strongly worded address to his 
new command on 14 July: 

I have come to you from the West, where we have 
always seen the backs of our enemies . . . from an army 
whose business it has been to seek the adversary and 
to beat him when he was found; whose policy has been 

General Halleck
 (Library of Congress)

General Pope
 (Library of Congress)
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attack and not defense. . . . I presume that I have been 
called here to pursue the same system and to lead you 
against the enemy.

He then exhorted his men to “study the probable lines of retreat 
of our opponents, and leave our own to take care of themselves. 
Let us look before us, and not behind. Success and glory are in the 
advance, disaster and shame lurk in the rear.” 

Lincoln approved of Pope’s directives and his stated aggres-
siveness, reflecting as they did the evolution of his own thinking. 
Pope’s bombastic words also generated a favorable response 
among the army’s junior leadership. The reaction of some of 
the more senior officers was less enthusiastic. Along the James, 
McClellan and his commanders were horrified—Pope’s address 
and orders repudiated everything McClellan espoused in his 
Harrison’s Landing statement to Lincoln. General Porter spoke 
for many in the Army of the Potomac when he stated, “I regret to 
see that General Pope has not improved since his youth and has 
now written himself down as what the military world has long 
known, an ass.”

In Richmond, President Davis and General Lee viewed Pope’s 
appearance as a serious threat. Pope’s pronouncements infuriated 
Lee, who described the Northern general as a “miscreant,” and he 
wrote a stern letter to Halleck protesting Pope’s harsh treatment of 
civilians. Confederate leaders also feared a two-pronged attack on 
Richmond, with the Army of Virginia sweeping down from the 
north as the Army of the Potomac advanced against Richmond 
from Harrison’s Landing. Jackson shifted his army to Gordonsville 
to counter Pope’s threat in mid-July.

Meanwhile, General Halleck visited the Army of the Potomac 
in early August to confer with its commander. Since moving to the 
James, McClellan had been begging for reinforcements while his 
army suffered heavily from the heat and swampy climate. At least 
12,000 soldiers were sick and unavailable for duty at any one time. 
After inspecting the troops and meeting with McClellan, Halleck 
decided that a renewed campaign against Richmond was imprac-
tical. On 4 August he ordered McClellan’s army back to Fort Monroe 
for relocation to Aquia and Alexandria and a junction with Pope’s 
Army of Virginia near Culpeper. McClellan demonstrated toward 
Malvern Hill on 7 August, and then started a methodical march 
to Fort Monroe a week later. Maj. Gen. Ambrose E. Burnside’s IX 
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Corps, consisting of troops freshly transferred from the Carolinas, 
moved to Aquia and Fredericksburg by water via Fort Monroe. On 
13 August Pope received orders to hold his position in northern 
Virginia and wait for the Army of the Potomac to arrive before 
taking the offensive. These decisions yielded the initiative in 
Virginia to the Confederates (Map 9).

General Pope concentrated his army around Culpeper, north 
of the Rapidan River. Meanwhile Lee sent A. P. Hill’s division to 
Jackson with orders to attack Pope if possible. Jackson’s column 
of 24,000 men was already on the move, and on 9 August it 
encountered Banks’ corps at Cedar Mountain, south of Culpeper. 
Banks attacked with 8,000 men and drove the Confederates back 
in disorder. As the Federal advance faltered, A. P. Hill’s division 
arrived on the field and counterattacked, regaining all of the lost 
ground. Reinforcements from Sigel’s corps stabilized the Federal 
line, and darkness ended the fighting. The Federals lost 2,400 
men, while the Confederates sustained 1,400 casualties. Jackson 
withdrew his men across the Rapidan.

Once Lee detected McClellan’s withdrawal from Harrison’s 
Landing, he sent the bulk of his army to Gordonsville to unite 
with Jackson’s forces. Lee arrived there on 15 August and promptly 
reorganized his 55,000-man Army of Northern Virginia into two 
corps-sized wings. Longstreet led the Right Wing, while Jackson’s 
Army of the Valley became the Left Wing. General Stuart’s cavalry 
division completed the force.

Lee knew he needed to move fast before the two Federal 
armies united and faced him with overwhelming odds some-
where north of Richmond. He wanted to cut off the Army of 
Virginia from Washington and destroy it if possible. Pope’s 
weak point was his divergent lines of communications, both of 
which needed protection; one ran northeast via the railroad to 
Alexandria, while the other led southeast along the roads from 
Culpeper and Warrenton to Aquia and Fredericksburg. Lee first 
planned to hit Pope’s left to sever his link with Fredericksburg 
and trap him between the Rappahannock and Rapidan Rivers, 
but he canceled the offensive after Pope’s cavalry captured the 
movement order in a raid. Seeing the danger in Lee’s plan, Pope 
withdrew the Army of Virginia north of the Rappahannock to the 
vicinity of Warrenton. There he was joined by two IX Corps divi-
sions under Maj. Gen. Jesse L. Reno. Lead elements of the Army 
of the Potomac also began to arrive near Pope’s army, in the form 
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of Heintzelman’s III Corps from Alexandria and Porter’s V Corps 
from Fredericksburg.

By this point Pope had effectively parried Lee’s thrusts, 
but all was not well on the Federal side. The addition of Reno’s, 
Heintzelman’s, and Porter’s corps brought Pope’s strength to 70,000 
men but also caused problems. The Army of Virginia’s administra-
tive staff was weak and inexperienced, and consequently supplies 
often failed to materialize. The Army of the Potomac formations 
arrived with little transportation, ammunition, or rations, and their 
requirements added to the quartermasters’ burden. Union cavalry 
regiments effectively screened the front, but constant activity 
without adequate rest exhausted the Union troopers, reducing 
their effectiveness in providing information to Pope. In addition, 
Confederates in Tennessee had invaded Kentucky, preventing 
General Halleck in Washington from effectively managing the 
junction of Pope’s and McClellan’s armies.

Stuart’s Confederate cavalry rode around Pope’s right flank 
and raided the Orange and Alexandria at Catlett’s Station on 22 
August. Based on Stuart’s success, Lee decided to strike Pope’s rear 
in greater force. While Longstreet’s men kept up a front along the 
Rappahannock River, Jackson’s Left Wing would march around 
Pope’s right on 25 August, use the Bull Run Mountains to screen 
the march, and aim for the Army of Virginia’s supply base at 
Manassas Junction. Stuart would screen this movement with his 
cavalry, and Longstreet’s Right Wing would follow Jackson’s route 
a day later. It was a bold division of troops in the face of a superior 
enemy force.

Jackson’s men marched as planned on 25 August. The next 
day the Confederates moved eastward through the Bull Run 
Mountains at Thoroughfare Gap and that evening descended on 
Bristoe Station and then Manassas Junction, ripping up the rail 
line and availing themselves of the vast quantity of Pope’s supplies 
stored there. Ewell’s division pushed southward to block the 
railroad and defend against a Federal counterattack.

Federal cavalry detected the Confederate movements but 
could not keep up with them due to exhaustion and Stuart’s 
effective screening tactics. Pope believed Lee was headed to the 
Shenandoah Valley until his quartermasters reported interrup-
tions along the rails at Bristoe Station and Manassas Junction. At 
2000 on 26 August the telegraph to Washington went dead—clear 
evidence that something was amiss. General McDowell recom-
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mended the army strike Jackson and try to defeat Lee’s divided 
army in detail. Pope agreed, and ordered the bulk of his army 
to march toward Manassas Junction the next day. Heintzelman’s 
newly arrived troops stood near Bristoe Station to fix Jackson’s 
force in place, while the other Federal units concentrated for battle. 
For the next four days Pope demonstrated an increasing fixation 
with finding and destroying Jackson’s Left Wing to the exclusion of 
all else—including the whereabouts of the rest of Lee’s army.

Pope’s grand plan ran afoul of his supply problems. The 
closest unit to Bristoe Station was General Hooker’s division of 
Heintzelman’s corps, which had little transportation and insuf-
ficient ammunition. Hooker’s Federals skirmished with Ewell’s 
division on 27 August but could do no more without support. 
Meanwhile, north of Manassas Junction, the Confederates 
destroyed the strategic rail bridge over Bull Run.

Pope ordered his entire army to Manassas Junction to “bag 
the whole crowd” of Confederates now in his rear. Early on 28 
August the Confederates left Manassas Junction, burning every-
thing they could not move. Jackson’s troops marched north to 
the old Bull Run battlefield and an unfinished railroad bed to 
await the arrival of Longstreet’s wing, expected on 29 August. By 
early afternoon on 28 August Jackson’s Left Wing was in place 
along the railroad bed, which offered a superb fortification. The 
Confederates deployed in depth, with the division of Brig. Gen. 
William B. Taliaferro on the right, Ewell’s division in the center, 
and A. P. Hill’s division holding the left. Hill’s line stopped just 
short of Bull Run at Sudley Springs; Stuart’s cavalry guarded the 
far left along Bull Run itself.

Pope’s advance on Manassas Junction captured only 
Confederate stragglers. Learning that some of the enemy had 
moved to Centreville, on 28 August Pope directed his army 
there. Some of his exhausted units had to do considerable coun-
termarching as a result of these orders. According to an Ohioan 
in Sigel’s corps, “The marching on the 28th was tiresome in the 
extreme. The weather was intensely hot, the roads were exceed-
ingly dusty, and the supply of water for the troops, already worn 
by the demands of the campaign, was scanty.” On his own initia-
tive General McDowell, near Gainesville and Thoroughfare Gap, 
sent an infantry division and his cavalry brigade to hold the gap, 
but Longstreet’s Right Wing forced its way through late in the 
day. Meanwhile Brig. Gen. Rufus King’s four-brigade division of 
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McDowell’s corps marched east along the Warrenton Turnpike 
toward Centreville (Map 10).

King’s infantry unexpectedly found the Confederates about 
1730 at the Brawner Farm, two miles west of the intersection of 
the Warrenton Turnpike with the Sudley Road. As King’s troops 
marched along the pike, the Confederate Stonewall Brigade charged 
forward, striking Brig. Gen. John Gibbon’s brigade of Wisconsin 
and Indiana troops. Gibbon’s well-drilled soldiers turned and 
fought with Jackson’s men for ninety minutes, trading point-
blank volleys only a few dozen yards apart. Jackson sent word to 
General Ewell for reinforcements. As his men went forward Ewell 
suffered a wound that cost him his leg. Brig. Gen. Alexander R. 
Lawton assumed command of Ewell’s division. Gibbon’s men held 
on, supported by two New York regiments from Brig. Gen. Abner 
Doubleday’s brigade. The confused fighting raged until after dark, 
and both sides disengaged about 2100.

The struggle at the Brawner Farm clearly established Jackson’s 
location for Union commanders and that night King reported the 
battle to McDowell and conferred with his brigade commanders. 
All of them decided to pull back rather than face an unknown 
number of Confederates the next day. At 0100 on 29 August King’s 
division withdrew to Manassas Junction. Pope now faced a critical 
decision. The road to Washington was open; to accomplish his 
mission, all he needed to do was march his forces to Centreville and 
defend behind Bull Run until the rest of McClellan’s army arrived. 

The Brawner Farm
(Library of Congress)
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Instead Pope, possibly trapped by his earlier words, decided to 
attack Jackson’s troops. In a flurry of orders he sent Sigel’s corps 
toward the intersection of the Sudley Road and the Warrenton 
Turnpike to attack the Confederates, supported by Reno’s and 
Heintzelman’s corps. He ordered McDowell’s corps to attack from 
Groveton and Gainesville eastward, not realizing that this corps 
had moved south during the night. Pope ignored the movements 
of Longstreet’s wing or the necessity of holding Thoroughfare Gap, 
ensuring that Lee’s army could reunite. McDowell compromised 
Pope’s understanding of the situation by failing to forward infor-
mation about Longstreet’s advance through Thoroughfare Gap.

On the morning of 29 August Sigel’s corps probed Jackson’s 
position along the railroad bed. By early afternoon Heintzelman’s 
and Reno’s troops had arrived, and Pope decided to test the 
Confederate line. Beginning at 1400 and lasting until dusk, a series 
of brigade and division-sized attacks from Heintzelman’s, Reno’s, 
and Sigel’s corps pounded A. P. Hill’s division on Jackson’s left, 
cracking and bending the line at times. Poor Union coordination 
delayed reinforcements, while the Confederate defense in depth 
ensured that any breakthrough quickly received a counterattack. 
Despite this repeated and steady pressure over several hours, 
Jackson’s wing held firm. Meanwhile Longstreet’s wing arrived on 
the field at noon, taking up position on Jackson’s right.

South of the fighting, a different drama took place that 
afternoon as McDowell and Porter marched their troops up 
from Bristoe Station. Pope ordered them to advance toward 
Gainesville and to link up with the remainder of the Army of 
Virginia in front of Jackson. His order then went on to say, “as 
soon as communication is established between this force and 
your own, the whole command shall halt. . . . If any considerable 
advantages are to be gained by departing from this order it will 
not be strictly carried out.” Pope also said he expected Longstreet 
to arrive on the night of 30 August or the next day, discussed 
possible lines of retreat, and admitted, “It may be necessary to 
fall back behind Bull Run at Centreville to-night. I presume it 
will be so, on account of our supplies.”

Upon finding Longstreet’s wing deployed across their front, 
McDowell and Porter decided to hold position. As skirmish fire 
flared along his Right Wing’s front, Lee ordered an attack several 
times, but on each occasion Longstreet demurred. At 1800 instruc-
tions from Pope arrived for Porter to attack; Pope expected the 
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blow to land on Jackson’s right flank, but in reality, it meant the 
V Corps would attack Longstreet frontally. Porter chose not to 
move, as he was obviously outnumbered and his troops were not 
yet ready for offensive action. This decision eventually resulted in 
Porter’s court-martial and dismissal from service in 1863, as Pope 
and his sympathizers in Congress made him the scapegoat for the 
Union defeat.

During the night of 29–30 August, Pope conferred with his 
corps commanders at the Stone House, at the intersection of the 
Sudley Road and the Warrenton Turnpike. He deferred all deci-
sions until morning and issued no orders. Early on 30 August, 
reports of Confederate troop movements convinced Pope that 
Lee was retreating, leading him to order a pursuit. The Army of 
Virginia quickly realized its commander’s error when it discovered 
Jackson’s men still in place. Pope stubbornly refused to believe he 
faced any more Confederates than Jackson’s Left Wing. He called 
up Porter’s V Corps and committed it to an all-out attack against 
Jackson’s right flank, hoping to envelop the Confederate position. 
Porter would be supported by McDowell’s corps, which meant 
that virtually all of the forces on Pope’s left were committed to the 
offensive. These preparations consumed the rest of the morning 
and part of the afternoon of 30 August.

At 1500 on 30 August, Porter attacked toward the railroad 
bed with two divisions under Generals Morell and Sykes. Their 
objective was a low-lying area called the Deep Cut, defended by 
Taliaferro’s Confederate division and part of Lawton’s division. 
General Longstreet observed the assault from a nearby hill: “It was 
a grand display of a well-organized attack, thoroughly concentrated 
and operating cleverly.” Morell’s division led the assault, followed 
by Sykes’ regulars in support. As Morell’s infantry advanced, 
Confederate artillery flayed the Union flank so effectively that 
Porter held back Sykes’ division for fear of adding to the slaughter. 
Morell’s Federals, plus part of McDowell’s corps, swept up to the 
cut and opened a fierce firefight with the Confederates. When one 
of Taliaferro’s rebel units ran low on ammunition, the order came 
down the line: “Boys, give them rocks!”

Jackson committed his reserves and called for reinforce-
ments from Longstreet, who instead responded by increasing his 
corps’ artillery fire on the Federals in front of Jackson’s lines and 
by preparing his own wing to attack. The combined weight of the 
Confederate reserves and the shelling forced the Federals back in 
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disorder. General McDowell stripped the Federal far left of troops 
to cover Morell’s retreat. Pope’s grand gambit had failed.

Lee and Longstreet both saw the opportunity to crush Pope’s 
left flank and moved to exploit it. Longstreet’s men were in motion 
even before Lee’s attack order was delivered. Five divisions in a line 
stretching a mile and a half jumped off at 1600. They aimed for 
Henry Hill, two miles east of their position. It was the key to the 
Sudley Road and the Warrenton Turnpike intersection and Pope’s 
retreat route to Centreville and Washington. 

The 5th and 10th Regiments of New York state volunteers 
of Col. Gouverneur K. Warren’s small infantry brigade guarded 
the Federal left. Longstreet’s sweep caught them by surprise. “The 
attack was so sudden that the deployed companies of the Tenth had 
barely time to discharge their pieces once before the Confederates 
were upon them,” noted an officer in the 10th New York. Attacked 
from three sides, the two regiments were quickly overwhelmed. 
Longstreet’s advance continued, forcing Pope to pull back his right 
and center while he hurriedly stripped his line of units to stop 
the Confederate onslaught. Several Union brigades marched into 
Longstreet’s path and were crushed, but not before slowing the 
Confederate momentum. The Federals pulled together a line along 
Chinn Ridge, a half mile west of Henry Hill, in an effort to delay 
the Confederates. Three brigades with artillery formed facing west 
along the ridge, but they had scarcely gotten into position when 
Hood’s Confederates attacked. “Hood’s Texas brigade . . . came 
forward with tremendous dash and force,” recalled an officer in the 
55th Ohio, “but they failed to break the stern front of the Buckeye 
troops, and fell back in disorder.” Other Confederate units swept 
in from the south, and soon the Federals were flanked out of their 
position. Jackson’s wing moved forward against the retreating 
Union formations to his front at 1800, too late to effectively disrupt 
the Federal withdrawal. Nonetheless, Longstreet’s momentum put 
the Confederates on the cusp of victory.

Like the Battle of Bull Run in July 1861, the Second Battle 
of Bull Run climaxed at Henry Hill, where Sykes’ regular division 
deployed, joined by elements of McDowell’s and Sigel’s corps. 
Longstreet concentrated his men and hammered the Federal line 
with successive massed attacks against the western and southern 
slopes of Henry Hill. Sykes’ left flank bent back and nearly 
collapsed, but in the dying light of the afternoon, the Confederates 
failed to exploit the opportunity for victory. Reno brought some 
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of his troops from the right and added weight to the defense. The 
Union center held by General Milroy’s troops cracked, but Federal 
artillery fire and a hasty counterattack by one of Reno’s brigades 
prevented a breakthrough. Darkness ended the fighting with the 
Federals still holding Henry Hill.

That night Pope chose to retreat. His defeated army slipped 
across Bull Run in the darkness, destroying the Stone Bridge 
over Bull Run behind them. At Centreville on 31 August, Pope 
met Franklin’s and Sumner’s corps of McClellan’s army. General 
McClellan had been slow in sending them to the battlefield, prefer-
ring, as he had proposed to Lincoln on 29 August, to “leave Pope 
to get out of his scrape & at once use all our means to make the 
Capital perfectly safe.” Pope’s forces spent a rainy day camped at 
Centreville.

Lee decided to try one more time to cut off Pope from 
Washington with a maneuver around the Union right flank. 
On 31 August he sent Jackson’s wing northward to the Little 
River Turnpike, which led directly to Pope’s rear at Chantilly. 
Federal pickets detected this movement on 1 September, and 
Pope immediately directed his men to head for the Washington 
defenses, thirty miles away. In the afternoon, Jackson’s wing 
made contact with Union forces posted at Chantilly, which 
resulted in a sharp battle in a severe thunderstorm as two of 
Jackson’s divisions attacked Brig. Gen. Isaac I. Stevens’ IX Corps 

The Battle of Groveton or Second Bull Run, by Edwin Forbes
(Library of Congress)
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division. After some initial Confederate successes, Stevens led a 
counterattack in which he was killed at the head of his troops. 
The arrival of Maj. Gen. Philip Kearny’s division on the field 
dissuaded the Confederates from renewing their offensive, and 
the fighting sputtered on until dark. Late in the day Kearny 
mistakenly rode into Confederate lines and was killed while 
trying to escape capture.

The sacrifice of Kearny and Stevens enabled Pope to complete 
his withdrawal into the Washington defenses on 2 September. His 
army had sustained over 14,000 casualties out of 70,000 engaged 
at Second Bull Run and Chantilly, while Lee’s army had faced 
him with 55,000 men and lost 9,000. These two battles capped a 
dynamic seventy-day period in which the Confederates had driven 
Union forces back to the same lines they had held in March 1862. 

Lee’s army regrouped on 3 September at Centreville, and within 
days marched north across the Potomac into Maryland beginning a 
raid that ultimately led to the Battle of Antietam on 17 September. 
Meanwhile in Washington, Lincoln relieved General Pope and 
disbanded his army. McClellan absorbed the Army of Virginia’s units 
into the Army of the Potomac and followed Lee into Maryland on 7 
September. For a brief period, the fighting in Virginia had subsided.

Analysis

During the spring and summer of 1862, the Union Army 
fought some of its largest battles to date in Virginia. The Union 
soldiers often fought well, but erratic senior leadership hobbled 
their operations and led to defeat. Poor coordination and commu-
nication hampered Federal efforts in the Shenandoah Valley, while 
McClellan’s unsteady direction of the Richmond campaign had 
created opportunities for Confederate victory. “We are at a loss to 
imagine whether this is strategy or defeat,” mused a Massachusetts 
sergeant after the Seven Days Battles. Nevertheless, the Army of the 
Potomac generally remained confident in McClellan. In contrast, 
Pope received near-universal condemnation after his failure at Bull 
Run. “All the fatigues of the campaign were endured by the men . . . 
without confidence in the leading generals,” stated a Massachusetts 
officer. Pope’s strong pronouncements upon his ascension to 
command had made him look foolish. Perhaps the best that can be 
said for his performance is that the Army of Virginia had reached 
Washington despite several Confederate attempts to destroy it.
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Lincoln’s tenure as commander in chief from 11 March to 22 
July stands as one of the few times in American history when a 
president has exercised direct operational control over U.S. forces. 
It proved to be a failure, as Jackson skillfully eluded the Federal 
net and distracted the War Department during a critical phase of 
McClellan’s advance on Richmond, with negative effects on the 
Army of the Potomac’s operations and McClellan’s state of mind. 
To his credit, Lincoln realized his limitations and, in July, found a 
new general in chief of the U.S. Army, General Halleck.

Politically, the Virginia defeats demoralized the United 
States. “For the first time,” stated the New York Tribune’s 
Washington bureau chief on 1 September, “I believe it possible that 
Washington may be taken.” The seventy-day period from 26 June 
to 2 September, in which the Confederates wiped out all Federal 
gains in Virginia since March, stunned the nation. News of Second 
Bull Run provoked serious debate in London and Paris about 
whether the time was right for Britain and France to recognize the 
Confederacy’s independence and mediate an end to the war. By 
late summer the country’s spirits had sunk to a low point.

The Virginia campaigns in 1862 also showed that victory 
over the Confederacy would not be quick or easy, and that 
tougher measures would be required. Although not officially 
announced until the fall, President Lincoln had come to accept 
the need for more radical policies—to include the emancipation 
of slaves in Confederate territory—largely because of the battles 
that had occurred in Virginia in the summer of 1862. The nature 
of the conflict was beginning to evolve from the gentleman’s war 
of McClellan to the hard war of Pope that ultimately found its 
most determined practitioners in Ulysses S. Grant and William 
T. Sherman. The Virginia 1862 campaigns thus represent a key 
military and political turning point in the Civil War.
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