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Preface

I
rvin McDowell once wrote, “I feel that I am one of the might-have-beens rather

than one of those who have been and are. I was much struck by a report of General

[William Tecumseh] Sherman’s speech in Columbus, which, in enumerating the

Ohio Generals, omits my name altogether!”1

*     *     *

Even more than in the case of a recent book, Searching for George Gordon Meade,

searching for Irvin McDowell is a journey perhaps without end. Like a weary

traveler on rugged terrain with few signposts to guide him, the biographer of Irvin

McDowell faces a difficult task. McDowell left no memoirs, and his extant papers

other than official documents, a few letters, and orders to and from others, are very

limited. Further, as early as 1868, as noted above, McDowell himself was lamenting

that he was already on his way to obscurity.

Today Irvin McDowell remains a mystery. But McDowell was a major actor in

the Civil War for a short, but critical time, and his life history deserves to be told

and remembered. Like so many others, he was caught up in that national calamity.

Like some others, he was called upon to perform duties which, in retrospect, may

have been beyond his capacity and only served both to enhance his peculiarities

and shine light on his shortcomings.

This book, an updated revision of our earlier book, Searching for General Irvin

McDowell, The Civil War’s Forgotten Commander, is the first attempt to make the

journey of searching for Irvin McDowell and trying to understand him and his role

in the Civil War era via a full-length biography. Irvin McDowell spent 48 years in

the United States army, entering West Point in 1834 and retiring in 1882. Our goal

was to write his story primarily in the context of his time on the “main stage” of the

Civil War in 1861 and 1862, with only some attention to the remainder of his life

1 Whitelaw Reid, Ohio in the War: Her Statesmen, Her Generals, and Soldiers. History of the State

During the War, and the Lives of Her Generals, (Cincinnati, Ohio, 1868), 694. The letter Reid refers

to has not been located.



and his non-combat career in the army. It will be up to the reader and other scholars

to decide whether we have reached the end of the journey, or if there are many

more miles to go. The latter may be true, and we wish others engaging in this search

a hearty, “God Speed!” But in the meantime, we want to offer our sincere thanks to

Theodore P. Savas, of Savas Beatie, for recognizing the value of publishing Irvin

McDowell’s story, and working closely with us to ensure that this new book meets

the standards of a worthy historical biography. We also thank Lee Merideth for his

superb formatting, copy-editing and cooperation as we finalized this process.

Our inspiration for this biography came about because our friend E.L.

“Dutch” Schneider is a McDowell look-alike who portrayed him as a reenactor in

local Virginia events. Our interest was enhanced when we found that McDowell

had no biographers, and so we decided to take on that project. Many prominent

historians have apparently considered writing a biography of McDowell, but have

given up along the way. Others have described McDowell, but none have really

analyzed him in depth. Eminent Civil War scholar James McPherson called him “a

hard-luck general for whom nothing went right.”2 Others have described him as

“unfortunate,” “luckless,” and “Fortune’s Fool.”3 But all of those descriptions

focus on how other people and events helped cause McDowell’s downfall. None

describe how McDowell himself and his personality were part and parcel of his

successes and his failures. We attempt to do that in this book.

Because McDowell remains such an enigma and because the original sources

are few, some of this narrative is necessarily based on the views of other authors

and McDowell’s contemporaries, supplemented by official documents, including

the Official Records of the Civil War.4 Further, although McDowell was a central

character in the unfolding events of the Civil War, our intent is not to write about

those incidents in detail since others have done so exhaustively and admirably. For

the Civil War expert, our descriptions surrounding McDowell’s experience should

suffice. For the general reader, we hope we have provided sufficient coverage to

enable an understanding of what McDowell faced and dealt with during the war

and how he acted.

We owe a deep debt of gratitude to the authors who came before us and the

individuals who graciously reviewed our writing. The only biographic treatments of

Preface          ix

2 James McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era (New York, 1988), 335.

3 Bruce Catton, The Civil War. (New York, 1960), 54; Edward Longacre, “Fortune’s Fool.”

Civil War Times Illustrated (May 1979).

4 The War of the Rebellion. A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies.

128 Vols. (Washington, DC, 1880-1901), hereafter cited as OR.



McDowell of any depth that we found are Whitelaw Reid’s in his Ohio in the Civil

War published in 1868; Cullum’s Register covering graduates of West Point;

Edward Longacre’s article “Fortune’s Fool,” published in 1979; and Michael

Hardy’s article “The Most Unpopular Man in America,” published in 2010.

McDowell’s experiences in the Mexican War are given some attention in Francis

Baylies’s “A Narrative of General Wool’s Campaign in Mexico: in the Years 1846,

1847 & 1848” published in 1851.

Four of the best recent sources for information on McDowell are David

Detzer’s Donnybrook: The Battle of Bull Run, 1861; Edward Longacre’s The Early

Morning of War: Bull Run, 1861; and John Hennessy’s two books on the Manassas

battles, The First Battle of Manassas: An End to Innocence and Return to Bull Run: The

Campaign and Battle of Second Manassas. A recent biography of General John Wool,

Courage Above All Things, by Harwood Hinton and Jerry Thompson, added new

information. Historian John Hennessy called our attention to a group of ten letters

from McDowell to his wife during 1862 which, because they are among the few

missives available, are particularly insightful about McDowell and his views. Other

Civil War historians, including Allen Nevins, Bruce Catton, Shelby Foote, William

Davis, David Martin, James McPherson, JoAnna McDonald, Stephen Sears, and

Scott Patchan provided invaluable insights through their writings into McDowell’s

personality and performance.

Diaries and personal memoirs by McDowell’s contemporaries were also

useful, though those men’s personalities and mindsets invariably affected their

viewpoints. Civil War staffer David Hunter Strother’s diaries offer prescient and

objective firsthand observations that both compliment and criticize McDowell.

Austin Sterns’s diary offers some interesting observations from the common

soldier point of view. The memoirs of Jubal Early, a Confederate general, Oliver

Otis Howard, a commander in McDowell’s army at First Bull Run, and John Pope,

McDowell’s senior commander at Second Bull Run, also were useful.

John Nicolay, one of President Lincoln’s secretaries, provided an “insider

account” about the Battle of First Bull Run and McDowell’s difficulties in his

Outbreak of Rebellion. James Fry, McDowell’s adjutant at First Bull Run, wrote an

article entitled, “McDowell’s Advance to Bull Run,” for Battles and Leaders of the Civil

War. First-hand accounts by George Wilkes (First Bull Run) and John Ropes

(Second Bull Run) provided additional insight into McDowell and his behavior

during those battles. Journalists William Howard Russell and Henry Villard, who

were with the Union army at First Bull Run, provided first-hand accounts.

Another important source for information was the Ruth E. Lloyd Information

Center (RELIC) at the Bull Run Regional Library in Manassas Virginia, which

x Searching for Irvin McDowell



allowed us access to publications not normally available to library patrons. Also,

National Park Service historian John Hennessy provided us his essay “The Looting

and Bombardment of Fredericksburg” that included insight into McDowell’s

situation while in command there in early 1862.

A key resource without which this book—and many other Civil War

books—would be immensely less complete are the maps of the eminent Civil War

map maker, Hal Jespersen. We owe an immense debt of gratitude to Hal and his

superb cartographic skills, and refer the reader to his website, www.cwmaps.com.

We would like to thank our reviewers during the writing process who provided

invaluable advice. First, and more than anyone else, is John Hennessy, the

highly-respected scholar and author of books about the two Battles of Bull Run.

The others, including Dave Button, a college professor and civil war enthusiast and

historian; Don Richardson, a Civil War enthusiast currently engaged in the editing

of the papers and letters of his ancestor, Civil War General Israel Richardson; Lin

Howell, a science educator and administrator; Ruth Simione, a science educator

and consultant; and Duane Simione an information technology professional with

broad interests, were especially helpful. At the same time, it must be emphasized

that any errors and omissions are solely the responsibility of the authors.

Preface          xi



Introduction

T
he firing on Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor by South Carolinians and others

on April 12, 1861, triggered a call for an armed response from President

Abraham Lincoln. The U.S. Army was small, numbering some 16,000, and a large

minority of the approximately 2500 officers either had already defected to the

Confederacy or soon would. President Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers, and

the path to the Civil War was about to be paved.

During this difficult time, Irvin McDowell was stationed in Washington as a

member of the staff of General-in-Chief Winfield Scott. Growing up in Columbus,

Ohio, McDowell had been an outstanding student there and in France during his

teenage years. He graduated from West Point in 1838, and would spend the

remainder of his working life in the United States Army. Contemporaries said that

he usually had a pleasant demeanor, but was somewhat aloof, sometimes causing

his peers and subordinates to avoid him. McDowell also appears to have had

impulsivity, which could be triggered during stressful times, especially on the

battlefield. He had few vices, refusing alcohol and tobacco at all times, and he was

not known to use profane language. About 6’ tall and weighing about 220 pounds,

he was a large man who looked portly in a uniform. Apparently a gargantuan eater,

he allegedly ate an entire watermelon as a post-meal dessert. Historians Harwood

Hinton and Jerry Thompson aptly characterized him as “a large, impulsive man

with limitless energy.”5

McDowell’s military experience prior to joining Scott’s staff had been almost

entirely at the staff level. On the Canadian border he had observed but not been

active in quelling minor disturbances created by disgruntled Canadians

encroaching into U.S. territory. After serving as a Student Adjutant at West Point,

he was on the staff of General John Wool during the Mexican War, where he

5 Allan Nevins, The War for the Union: The Improvised War, 1861-1862 (New York, 1959), 159;

Harwood Hinton & Jerry Thompson, Courage Above All Things: General John Ellis Wool and the

U.S. Military, 1812-1863 (Norman, OK, 2020), 109.



experienced combat for the first time and was exposed to the task of commanding

volunteers. But he was not engaged in combat to any extent.

A brevet Major in 1861, McDowell would be promoted to the rank of

Brigadier General in the regular army in the early days of the Civil War. Soon

afterward, he would take command of the largest army ever assembled in the

United States up to that time and lead them into battle. As would be seen, those

decisions were unfortunate for both the nation and the unprepared McDowell,

who at times seemed bewildered by the rapid process of change. On the other

hand, bewilderment was the norm as both the Union and the Confederacy

prepared without guideposts for a military conflict of a size and nature very few

could have comprehended in early 1861.

McDowell was, if nothing else, a diligent, dutiful, and dependable military man.

He reluctantly accepted his responsibilities to command in 1861. That July he

would do his best to lead an ill-prepared, nearly all-volunteer army into battle. In

the days before, he exhibited significant skill in creating a battle plan which proved

successful for a time. But in the end, he and others failed to implement the plan,

and he would experience a major defeat.

The Northern people, expecting a quick end to the rebellion, would be stunned

and politicians would be angry. While Lincoln did not blame the commanding

general alone for the loss, McDowell was quickly replaced by George McClellan,

who was elevated to head all Union armies. McDowell remained a senior

commander under McClellan, but in the ensuing ten months he would be caught

in-between in the debate over strategy and tactics between McClellan and Lincoln.

Then, during McClellan’s Peninsula campaign, McDowell’s forces became a major

bone of contention in which that hapless commander was unable to please either

side. Inevitably, he learned that by pleasing neither side, he was seen as an

opponent by both.

When John Pope was ordered in mid-1862 to become head of a new “Army of

Virginia” by combining scattered smaller units, McDowell’s corps was assigned to

him. Pope would conduct the ill-fated campaign that led to his defeat at the Second

Battle of Bull Run. McDowell’s return to the same battlefield where he suffered his

defeat in July 1861 was ill-starred, as he suffered again his “scourge of Manassas.”

He tried his best to do his duty there as he saw it. But at times he was unfocused,

lost his composure, and made significant mistakes. In short, he reached the limits

of his ability. Then, at least in part because of the distrust of McDowell by the

troops, Lincoln determined that McDowell would no longer lead men in battle. He

remained in the army, but would no longer be a major figure on the public stage, as

he was only given peripheral assignments until he retired in 1882.

Introduction         xiii



McDowell would reluctantly return to the public stage in 1862 and again in

1878 in relation to his actions and decisions at the Second Battle of Bull Run. The

1862-3 court-martial of General Fitz-John Porter and a military court of inquiry

about McDowell during the same time period, as well as the 1878-9 official

re-examination of Porter’s trial, would all shine a light on McDowell as he testified

before his military peers. Those proceedings, which were also public, would

provide significant insights into McDowell the man, his military aptitude, his

personality, and his strengths and weaknesses as a field commander.

Nearly all who knew McDowell liked him as a man, but few extolled his

military ability. Even John Pope, who became exasperated with him during Second

Bull Run, spoke well of him as a person in his memoirs. William Tecumseh

Sherman, who served under him at First Bull Run, spoke highly of McDowell and

his ability in planning and organizing that engagement. McClellan had a high regard

for McDowell, but only as a person, not as a commander. President Lincoln

respected McDowell’s intelligence.

McDowell himself lacked the introspection to see that his personality and

demeanor, as well as his mistakes, contributed greatly to his record of defeat. While

some have adjudged that he was unlucky, in fact he was really not up to the job at

hand. He was a loyal and diligent military officer, one who had the interests of the

nation and his men always in the forefront. He exhibited considerable skill as a

strategic planner, but his military acumen in implementing plans was limited.

Further, he lacked one of the most fundamental skills a military commander must

have, leadership ability. Deficient in charisma, he was not able to make men want to

follow him. Further, on occasion on the battlefield he lost his composure. And his

impulsiveness sometimes led him to act without sufficient foresight, leading to

both military setbacks and loss of respect among his men. Thus, some of the blame

for the defeats he suffered must go to those who chose him for a command he

neither wanted nor, in the final analysis, deserved. That too is an essential part of

the story of Irvin McDowell and the American Civil War.

xiv Searching for Irvin McDowell



Chapter 1

Pre-Civil War

“No one could know him without liking him.”

— U.S. Grant

I
rvin McDowell’s family had a military background, but nothing in his

upbringing seemingly inclined him toward becoming a professional soldier. His

father Abram’s Scottish ancestors migrated to Ireland before travelling to the

United States, apparently because of religious persecution. After first settling in

Virginia, they moved to Kentucky, where Abram was born in 1791. During the War

of 1812, Abram joined a regiment of Kentucky volunteers organized by an uncle.

For a time Abram commanded a militia company in Columbus, Ohio, to which he

had relocated sometime before his marriage in 1817. As the state capital, Columbus

inevitably would be a center of growth, and Abram likely saw moving there as a

chance for him to move up in the world.1

Abram met his future wife, Eliza Seldon Lord, in Columbus, and their first

child, Irvin, was born on October 15, 1818, in the suburban village of

Franklintown. After moving back into the city of Columbus, the couple would

have four more children: Mary, Anne, John, and Malcolm. Irvin’s brothers John

1 Reid, Ohio in the War, 656; the information on McDowell’s ancestors and his father’s early

years provided by Whitelaw Reid cannot be confirmed.



and Malcolm would both serve in the U.S. Army during the Civil War, John as a

colonel and Malcolm as a Major.2

Unlike Irvin, Abram had an outgoing personality, but like his son he

demonstrated an aristocratic demeanor and a haughty attitude toward others.

Abram was labeled by some as a friendly outgoing individual, but one historian

implied that he was morose and withdrawn, “keeping haughtily aloof from the large

mass whom he held to be beneath him.”3 Abram had a drinking problem; and as is

sometimes the case with children of alcoholics, Irvin was a teetotaler all his life.

Reportedly, Irvin was “the most rigid of abstainers, so that he never drank even tea

or coffee.”4 Irvin’s habits and demeanor throughout his life demonstrated that he

was likely encumbered by “emotional baggage” from his early years, primarily

focused on his father. Little is known about Eliza, but one can assume that, unlike

her husband, she was probably reserved. Irvin’s reticence may have come from his

mother.

Abram was apparently a successful businessman. He was one of the directors

of the Franklin Bank when it was incorporated in February 1816, and he

participated in the stagecoach business. He was also involved in the building of a

road between Columbus and Granville and was an officer in the Columbus and

Sandusky Turnpike. He also served as Franklin County Recorder from 1817 to

1831 as well as clerk of the court, where “it was said, only his humor at times kept it

going.” His business acumen and popularity would lead to his election as mayor of

Columbus in 1842. But he served for only one year, perhaps not seeking a new term

2 Searching for Irvin McDowell

2 Captain A. (Addison) A. Stuart, Iowa Colonels and Regiments: Being a History of Iowa Regiments in

the War of the Rebellion; and Containing a Description of the Battles in Which They have Fought (Des

Moines, Iowa. 1865) ; John McDowell was born on July 22, 1825, attended Kenyon College in

Gambier, Ohio and began his military experience as a captain in the Kenyon guard; he later

became both a lawyer and civil engineer. When the call for troops came in April 1861, John

traveled to Washington to get “authority to raise a regiment of infantry.” Irvin was already in

Washington organizing new recruits. After receiving permission, John returned to Iowa and

created the 6th Iowa Infantry. Later under General William T. Sherman at the battle of Shiloh,

John served as a brigade commander and his troops received the bulk of the Confederate attack

near Shiloh Church. His heroics at this battle led General Sherman to recommend a Brigadier

General promotion for him, and he later resigned from the army due to a medical condition. He

was apparently a large man like his brother Irvin, “well proportioned, but a little too fleshy to

look comfortable.” John died on July 4, 1887 in Keokuk, Iowa, at age 61.

3 Reid, Ohio in the War, 656.

4 John McElroy, “The Bull Run Campaign: On to Richmond,” The National Tribune, May 16,

1907, 3; John McElroy was a journalist and author who wrote about Confederate prisons after

he was captured and retained as a prisoner during the Civil War; See also Reid, Ohio in the War,

656.



due to an illness which led to his death in 1844.5 Eliza died in 1849, likely due to

heart disease.

In Columbus the McDowell family lived in a substantial two-story house in

which Irvin spent his boyhood until he entered high school, when the family

moved to France in 1832 or 1833. Though there is no solid evidence why this

decision was made, allegedly a local French teacher suggested that Irvin, who

showed advanced intellectual ability, be educated in France. Abram “was never

wealthy, and at one time was very much reduced in circumstances.” It seems

possible therefore that Eliza’s cousin, Lewis Cass, an influential national leader and

future presidential candidate then serving as President Andrew Jackson’s Secretary

of War, may have helped fund the move.6

In France, Irvin was enrolled in the Collége de Troyes, where he spent his high

school years up to age fifteen. The school provided him with a broad educational

and cultural experience, and he became fluent in conversational French. His

intellectual prowess and ability to speak French were later recognized and admired

by his peers. On the other hand, one source reported that after his return home,

Irvin’s classmates in Columbus “observed the beginning of a change in his free,

warm-hearted ways.”7

*     *     *

Pre-Civil War 3

5 Columbus Mayors: A Bicentennial Presentation, Reprinted from the Columbus Citizen Journal. 1975;

this document provides a one page biography of each Mayor of Columbus, and has some

interesting comments about Abram McDowell, despite listing his birth year as 1793, claiming

he and Eliza had six children, and that Irvin was Abram’s middle name. “In 1829 City Council

gave Col. McDowell permission to build a bathhouse on Spring-St. Whether it was public or

solely for the use of the McDowell’s is not known.” Abram and his family lived on the corner of

Spring and Front streets in Columbus. “He was among directors of the Franklin Bank when it

was incorporated Feb. 3, 1816. For a time he was in the stagecoach business with William Neil.

Col. McDowell helped build the road between Columbus and Granville. He was an early officer

in the Columbus and Sandusky Turnpike. Col. McDowell had many other interests, and served

in other public positions. He was Franklin County Recorder from 1817 to 1831. Also, he was

clerk of the early court of the vicinity, and, it was said, only his humor at times kept it going.”

6 Reid, Ohio in the War, 656; Lloyd Lewis, Captain Sam Grant (Boston, 1950), 86; Referring to

McDowell when Grant entered West Point, Lewis stated, “There was a new adjutant,

Ohio-born Lieutenant Irvin McDowell, the wealthy and cultured nephew of the famous

soldier-statesman of the Northwest, Lewis Cass.” Cass was a Congressman from Ohio and

later a Michigan Senator and presidential candidate. In the early 1830’s, he was U. S. Secretary of

War, and he may have been instrumental in assisting the McDowells in their trip to France and

Irvin’s entry into West Point. (www.geni.com.)

7 Reid, Ohio in the War, 656.



Soon after his return to the United States, Irvin was enrolled in the U.S.

Military Academy, again most likely because of the influence and recommendation

of Secretary of War Cass. In the early summer of 1834, at the age of 15, he began his

cadetship. Per the rules of the time, cadets would not know until late August if they

were formally accepted into the academy. The cadets spent the summer in camp

and remained in their civilian clothes until the final class was selected based on their

entrance examinations.

For the new cadets, the environment at West Point was intimidating and

confusing. “In the barracks the greenhorn candidates bunched like sheep,

surrounded by wolves in gray clothing who barked and snarled, reminding them

that they would never make soldiers, nor even men, so low they were – mere

‘Things,’ wretched, primeval ‘Things.’” Irvin apparently handled the harassment

well, and his relatively strong educational background helped him to pass the

entrance exams. He was admitted to the academy later that year.8

During the summer encampment, McDowell was befriended by an upper

classman, Herman Haupt, who became a Union General and skilled transportation

specialist during the Civil War. But, perhaps underlining that McDowell was not

someone who always made a strong impression on people, Haupt did not

remember McDowell later when he assisted in preparing railroads and bridges for

McDowell’s proposed move on Richmond in the spring of 1862. When Haupt

arrived at McDowell’s headquarters at that time, McDowell said to him, “Why,

Haupt, you don’t seem to know me.” Haupt replied that he was not aware that he

had ever met him before, and McDowell said, “that hurts my feelings. Don’t you

remember when I came to West Point as a plebe in 1834, that you took me into

your tent during my first encampment and extended to me your protection as an

older cadet?” Haupt noted in his memoirs that, “I did remember that a fat boy from

Ohio had been quartered in my tent, but had no idea that this boy was the General

in command of the Department of the Rappahannock. However, the ice was

broken; from that time we were friends. Our relations became most cordial and

confidential, and there is no one for whom, as a gentleman and a soldier, I

entertained a more profound respect.”9

One of McDowell’s teachers at West Point was Robert Anderson, later the

hero of Fort Sumter, who was an artillery instructor during his second and third

4 Searching for Irvin McDowell

8 Lewis, Captain Sam Grant, 62.

9 Herman Haupt, Reminiscences of General Herman Haupt (Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 1901), 45.



year.10 McDowell’s classmates included P.G.T. Beauregard, who would be his

adversary at the First Battle of Bull Run. Beauregard graduated second in their

class, while McDowell ranked twenty-third in the group of forty-five.

The general rule at West Point at that time was that those who finished at the

top of the class became engineers; those who finished in the middle became

artillerists; and those who finished at the bottom became infantry line officers.

There was a rumor that some cadets, although highly capable, were slack in their

studies to purposely finish lower in the standings to avoid the engineer designation.

Because McDowell was well prepared academically, he might have purposely

aimed at finishing in the middle of his class to ensure an artillery or line officer role.

As Reid put it, “Socially he stood among the first in the Academy; but in his classes

he did not rank so high.”11

The goal of West Point was to create professional soldiers. However, the lack

of an imminent foreign threat and the relative state of peace, except for Indian

fighting, led to there being little attention in the curriculum to actual military theory

or practice. During his student tenure, McDowell’s education consisted primarily

of math, science and engineering,12 as well as technical skills such as horseback

riding, tactics and handling munitions. Cadets were taught very little about military

strategy or tactics. The instruction was so staid that during the Civil War, new

innovations in weaponry were often rejected by men trained to accept and follow

orders without question and to follow established routines, also without question.

Neither did West Point extensively train their cadets in the skills of leadership. So it

was only on the field of battle that men found whether or not they had the ability to

lead men effectively under the stress of combat.13

Upon graduating from West Point on July 1, 1838, at age 19, Irvin was a Brevet

Second Lieutenant in the 1st Artillery. He was promoted to a Second Lieutenant

one week later, on July 7. His first assignment as an artillery officer was to the

northern frontier during the Canada border disturbances known as the Patriot War.
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This was a rebellion in Canada against British rule which was supported by a large

militia group in the U.S. The U.S. military was called on to suppress the activities in

the U.S. in support of the British government, and most U.S. troops were located in

northern Michigan along the Canadian border. McDowell saw no military action

there.14

He was next sent to the frontier at Houlton, Maine, where he served from

1838-40 during the so-called Aroostook War. Canadian lumberjacks had moved

into border areas of Maine, and when the state tried to expel them, the Canadian

authorities responded in kind. This led to Maine asking the Federal government for

help. Winfield Scott was sent to command the U.S. forces, to which McDowell was

assigned. Scott was ultimately able to negotiate an agreement between the state of

Maine and the Canadians and avoid military activity.15

In 1841 Irvin returned to West Point, where he served as an Assistant

Instructor of Infantry and Cadet Adjutant from 1841 to 1845. Ulysses Grant was a

cadet at the time. During his junior year Grant said of McDowell, “No one could

know him without liking him.” But he added, counter-intuitively, “McDowell

never was what you would call a popular man.” Grant called him “Mac” and was

puzzled, as other cadets would be later, about McDowell’s unpopularity. A Grant

biographer wrote that in Grant’s view, McDowell was recognized as a “fountain of

hospitality,” and he entertained well and talked “intelligently about painting, music

and architecture and landscape gardening as well as militarism. Yet he had no

magnetism and found it difficult to remember names and faces. Never quite a

martinet, he was nevertheless so intense in manner when on duty that his inferiors

sometimes shrank from him. According to one source, for all his masculine poise

and vitality, he had an irritating trait, ‘a voice like a woman’s’ – one that ‘squealed’

when he became excited.”16 It should be noted that no other sources corroborate

this tendency.

The curriculum McDowell taught at the academy had not changed from his

student days. “There was little intellectual incentive to do anything with the dreary

courses. The curriculum was sluggish partially because no one had a clear picture of

what the education of soldiers was all about.”17 Controversy surrounding the

effectiveness of this educational environment would probably never be more
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prominent than during the U.S. Civil War. Congress even held hearings during the

war about abolishing the military academy.

*     *     *

The above is critical for understanding how the Union army was organized for

the Civil War and why, for the first months thereafter, disagreement about the

value and worth of West Point training versus native ability hampered the North’s

leadership. Since the Union would have few professionally-trained officers in 1861,

especially with the defection to the Confederacy of many who were outstanding in

their service, General-in-Chief Scott decided to create the separate “U.S. Volunteer

Army.” Regular army officers would have a rank in that force and a separate rank in

the regular Army. Volunteers would only have a rank in the U.S. Volunteers.

With political agendas apparent for some of the officers in both categories,

regulars and volunteers, some did well and others did not. This and the rivalry for

positions of leadership inevitably led to controversy between West Point graduates

and their volunteer counterparts. It soon became obvious that strict military

training did not necessarily equate to success on the battlefield. However, West

Pointers did tend to see one another as better qualified than amateur generals for

leadership positions, even as they sometimes disdained the volunteers they had to

command. Because military tactics for warfare in the mid-19th century could be

learned relatively quickly, individuals with all-around developmental and leadership

qualities did as well or better than their professional counterparts in many

instances. McDowell was one of the professionally-trained soldiers who did not

fare well as a Civil War battlefield general, despite his formal West Point training,

because he was not a capable leader. While he showed considerable acumen in

planning for combat, he had neither the charisma nor the organizational skills

required to lead men into battle and to be sure they would follow him

unquestioningly.

*     *     *

During his tenure at West Point, Irvin had been introduced to Helen McQuat

Burden of Troy, New York, by General John Wool, who was also from Troy and

knew Helen’s family. Helen, who was born on January 26, 1826, was seven years

younger than Irvin. The Burden family, like Irvin’s paternal ancestors, had

originated in Scotland and later emigrated to Canada before settling in the United

States. They lived initially in Albany, New York. Later they moved to Troy, where
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Helen’s father owned the prosperous Burden Iron Works, which made a product

essential to life at the time, horseshoes.

Irvin and Helen were married on November 13, 1844, while he was still a cadet

adjutant at West Point. The couple was assured of financial security because of the

wealth of Helen’s family. Fortuitously, Irvin too became wealthy in his own right

when he received a substantial inheritance from his father, who died three days

after the wedding. Irvin and Helen would have four children: Helen, born in 1850;

Irvin, Jr., born in 1853; Henry, born in 1857; and Eliza, born in 1863.

It appears from the little evidence available that Irvin and Helen were a

well-matched and loving couple who cared deeply for their children, even when the

latter were mischievous or difficult to handle. An 1862 letter from Irvin to Helen,

whom he addressed always as “My Dear Nelly,” illustrated his love for her and his

daughter Helen, also called Nelly, who was 12 at the time. He wrote, “Never mind

Mrs. Macauley’s remarks about Nelly’s manners! No doubt the life at Arlington has

not helped to make School pleasant and then it is pleasant for a child to be with dear

mama, and especially with a dear mama like Nelly’s who does so much to make her

children happy!”

In the same letter Irvin had some comments about his favorite child, his

namesake, Irvin, then 9 years old, who he clearly saw as following in his own

footsteps. He wrote,

Then Irvin, that he gives more trouble than other boys about his clothes I am quite certain

is true: He comes by it legitimately. I gave a world of trouble in that way when I was a boy,

and as a cadet I could with difficulty keep myself presentable!. . . His character must aid

very much to keep him out at the knees and elbows! but then he is a very small boy to go to

school and much allowance should be made for him—by us all. He is troublesome without

wishing or meaning to be so!

Young Irvin would die tragically in 1868 at the age of 15. The other children lived

into the twentieth century, but little is known about their lives.18

*     *     *

A year after the wedding, on October 6, 1845, McDowell left West Point for an

assignment as Wool’s aide-de-camp, serving in that capacity until 1847. During his

tenure, which would include service during the Mexican War, McDowell’s duties

18 Irvin McDowell to Helen McDowell, June 15, 1862, letter in Manassas National Battlefield

Park Museum Collection, Accession #MANA-691.



included mustering in volunteers in the summer of 1846, and being acting Assistant

Adjutant during the sojourn to and in Mexico.19

The United States went to war with Mexico in 1846, a controversial decision by

President James Polk which ultimately laid a great deal of the groundwork for the

Civil War over the issue of the expansion of slavery. The Mexican War would also

provide many Civil War generals with their first substantive battlefield experience.

In consultation with Major General Winfield Scott, Polk decided “on a

two-pronged attack on Mexico.” General Zachary Taylor was directed to move

south “through Texas and Monterrey toward Mexico City” while a second force

under Brigadier General Stephen Watts Kearny moved west toward California. “A

third, smaller central division, under the command of General Wool, was added to

secure Chihuahua in north central Mexico.”

All three senior generals, Scott, Taylor, and Wool, had joined the army in their

youth and had made a career therein. Wool was the eldest, at 63, a few months older

than Taylor. He had a well-established reputation as a disciplinarian who followed

the rules and regulations assiduously. Though he himself had joined the army as a

volunteer, he tended to be especially hard on volunteer soldiers, who he uniformly

suspected of indiscipline. Having befriended Wool, it was not surprising that

McDowell was named to his staff. The two would develop a close relationship in

which McDowell became his most reliable aide—for the most part.20

Wool was ordered on May 30 to travel to Cincinnati, Ohio “for the purpose of

organizing and mustering into service the volunteers required by the President

from the several states of Kentucky, Tennessee, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois and

Mississippi.” On the way, on June 5th he arrived in Columbus, where McDowell

likely took time to see family and friends while Wool met with the governor. The

next day they traveled to Cincinnati where the commanding general began

“correspondence with the several governors on whom requisitions had been made

. . . In less than six weeks, Wool had prepared and mustered into service more than

12,000 volunteers.” He was then ordered to relinquish his command and instead to

“apply himself altogether to the concentration of the forces at San Antonio de
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Bexar in Texas.” On the way he added two

Illinois regiments and traveled the

Mississippi River to New Orleans and

Lavaca in Texas.21

McDowell did not accompany Wool

during the voyage south because he had

received serious wounds to his face when

he fell while jumping his horse. This would

not be the last time McDowell was

seriously injured by a fall from a horse.

Several months later, in February 1847,

Wool sent McDowell to investigate a

situation after hearing shots nearby. The

excited McDowell rashly “dashed off at a

gallop.” When Wool heard a “frightful

yell,” he rode out of camp to investigate

and found “the hapless McDowell sitting in a large prickly cactus patch.”22

By late August Wool’s troops (600 regulars and 2300 volunteers) were

assembled and encamped in Camp Crockett, three miles north of the Alamo. At the

end of September, they began their tortuous journey to Chihuahua, Mexico, with a

recovered McDowell accompanying his commander. On the way Wool heard that

some of his volunteer troops were planning attacks on Mexican civilians. He issued

a statement emphasizing that they had “not come here to make war upon the

people or peasantry of the country, but to compel the government of Mexico to

render justice to the United States.” He cautioned that he would not tolerate any

molesting of the civilians as long as the latter remained non-combatants. McDowell

would use this approach as his model for dealing with civilians during his Civil War

career, a policy which would not redound to his favor as animosity toward the

Confederacy and its sympathizers would grow.23
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On their way to Chihuahua, Wool took possession of the city of Monclova on

November 3rd without incident because no Mexican troops were present. At this

time, according to one historian, Wool was criticized by some of his subordinates

for being too pompous and unwilling to fight. But he “was just as anxious to fight

as his men were,” when it would be required. While in Monclova, Wool learned

that he would be moving south in conjunction with Taylor’s advance toward

Parras, to which it was rumored that Mexican commander General Santa Anna was

headed with 20,000 troops.24

On the way, Taylor informed Wool that he had “concluded an armistice with

General Ampudia” and that Wool and his troops should not advance, but rather

remain at Monclova. They stayed there for 27 days, during which time Wool

became impatient and concerned about what his volunteers might do with so much

free time. He finally sent McDowell to Taylor to make his case that “Inaction is

exceedingly injurious to volunteers. It is extremely difficult to confine them to drill

whilst stationary.” Before hearing back, and without orders, Wool resumed his

march on November 24th. But on the way he met McDowell returning from

Taylor’s headquarters and learned from him that the Chihuahua expedition had

been abandoned. Wool and his troops instead encamped before Parras on the 5th

of December.25

Wool and his men found the city of Parras, population 8000, welcoming and

comfortable. The citizens warmed to Wool because his strict discipline over his

soldiers helped keep the town free of molestation. Wool issued a proclamation to

the people assuring them that the soldiers were not there to wage war on them, but

only on the Mexican government for “a long series of wrongs.” The citizens were

so accommodating that Wool left his sick and wounded behind when he advanced

on December 17, expecting to encounter Santa Anna’s army.

*     *     *

Things began to heat up again after the new year when Taylor believed that an

attack by Santa Anna was imminent. He moved back toward Saltillo to a defensive

position evaluated and recommended by Wool named “Buena Vista,” which would

soon be the scene of one of the Mexican War’s major battles. There were 4,600
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American troops there at the time, 406 of whom were regulars, primarily cavalry

and artillery. “A considerable part of this array had been formed of Wool’s column,

and had been trained under his discipline.”

Santa Anna arrived at Buena Vista on February 22, 1847, and communicated to

Taylor that he had about 20,000 troops, advising him to surrender before being

destroyed. Taylor declined, and some minor fighting occurred on February 22 as

the Mexicans attacked the Americans’ left flank. When the Mexicans attacked in

force the next morning, Taylor was absent, having gone to the rear to get

reinforcements. Wool was in charge during the initial attack, and he held it off until

Taylor returned with reinforcements that included future Civil War participants

Braxton Bragg, Jefferson Davis and William T. Sherman. The Mexicans were

repulsed, but Santa Anna attacked again, driving the Americans back. Then the

American forces once again repulsed the Mexicans, winning the battle.

As was traditional in the army, both Taylor and Wool praised the actions of

their respective staff officers, and some of the troops also praised Wool for his

severe discipline, which they claimed led to their ability to overcome the Mexicans,

despite the odds. McDowell would be breveted to captain “for gallant and

meritorious conduct” in the Battle of Buena Vista.26

The day after the battle, McDowell accompanied Taylor and Wool on a trek to

reconnoiter the positions of the enemy. Baylies described what they encountered:

Many Americans lay dead on the ground, apparently murdered while helpless from

wounds: these were all stripped naked, and mutilated. The corpses of the Mexicans had

suffered no indignities, but lay unmutilated where they fell. Men and horses, parts of

equipments, shattered muskets, drums, trumpets, lances, swords, caps, in fine all the

paraphernalia of armies were scattered, crimson with gore, in every direction.27

Here McDowell was exposed to the ravages and depredations of war for the first

time. Although he was a staff officer and not engaged in frontline combat,

witnessing the grisly reality of combat and the aftermath of this battle, as well as the

atrocities committed by the Mexicans, must have left an impression on him. At the

same time, this was the sole occasion in his career when he experienced first-hand

how a commanding officer operated in a significant battle. The First Battle of Bull

Run would provide him with his own first opportunity to show what he had
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learned and to what extent he would model his battlefield actions on those of Wool

and Winfield Scott.

In December 1847, Wool replaced Taylor and took command of what was

now the army of occupation in northeastern Mexico. Although the Treaty of

Guadalupe Hidalgo with Mexico ending the war was signed in February 1848,

Wool did not receive formal notice about it until June 5, 1848. In May 1848, there

took place an example of how even the studiously-obedient McDowell could suffer

the wrath of the irascible Wool. The latter’s biographer wrote that one day Wool

was in a foul mood when he became ill, and he accused McDowell, his normally

efficient adjutant, of “mishandling dispatches.” Wool expressed frustration with

what he termed McDowell’s “contumacious and insubordinate conduct,” placed

him under house arrest, and banished him to Saltillo to await orders. It is unknown

what conduct the dutiful McDowell might have engaged in to earn his

commander’s wrath. However, the uncharacteristic incident was apparently quickly

forgotten, for several months later Winfield Scott would request that McDowell

join his staff.28

*     *     *

Wool left Mexico in July, and on August 18th he arrived in New York where a

contingent of citizens from Troy welcomed their hero general and his staff.29

Sometime later, McDowell was engaged in mustering out the volunteers returning

from Mexico. At this time Winfield Scott, having received positive reports about

McDowell and his dependability—other than the odd arrest ordered by Wool—

targeted him as an addition to his staff. That would begin for McDowell a series of

staff positions typical for career-oriented officers expected to rise to the top in the

tiny peacetime army.

McDowell was appointed Assistant Adjutant-General on Scott’s staff, first at

the War Department, then at the Headquarters of the Army, in New York City

from June 1849 to January 8, 1851. From January 8 to May 17, 1851 he was in the

“2d Military Department” and then served with the 6th Military Department from

June 29, 1851 to March 31, 1853. He was at the Headquarters of the Army in New

York City from May 1853 to Nov. 1, 1856, and then was transferred to the

Department of Texas on Dec. 11, 1856, serving there until May 27, 1857. On
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March 31, 1856 he was promoted to Brevet Major, though he remained officially

only a Lieutenant.30 Each position he had held was a staff job, mainly focused on

the bureaucratics of military planning, orders, and discipline – in other words, as

the stereotype puts it, “paper shuffling.” It would be the nature of the

overwhelming majority of the work McDowell performed during his military

career, and he was apparently good at it. In retrospect, and judging his actions as a

military leader on the battlefield, it was where he belonged in a military organization

which needed both an efficient support staff behind the scenes and an efficient

leadership on the battlefield.

One of the few documented actions McDowell performed during this period

was to forward Ulysses Grant’s letter of resignation from the army in 1854 to army

headquarters. Interestingly, Grant’s resignation request was also signed by Samuel

Cooper, who would become the highest-ranking Confederate general during the

Civil War; and final approval came from Secretary of War Jefferson Davis, later

president of the Confederacy.31

In June 1857. McDowell was back at army headquarters in New York City,

where he would serve until November 17, 1858. Then, in a step which typically

signaled that the army was preparing an officer for advancement and positions of

leadership, from November 17, 1858, to November 14, 1859, McDowell was on

leave of absence in Europe, “where he studied military administration and

reacquainted himself with the Continental culture he had sampled as a youth.”32 It

also seems likely that during his tenure abroad, McDowell enhanced both his

knowledge of and acumen at strategic and tactical battle planning. On his return

from Europe, McDowell continued serving on Scott’s staff as Assistant Adjutant

General until January 11, 1860. He transferred to the Department of Texas from

February 6, 1860 until April 8, 1860, when he took a leave of absence until August.

From September 1860 to February 1861, he was on a tour of inspection in

Minnesota, Missouri and Kansas. After Lincoln was elected President and the

secession crisis began, Scott and his staff moved army headquarters to Washington,

DC, where from February to April 1861, McDowell was assigned to inspect troops

arriving in the capital.33

*     *     *
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McDowell’s military experience between his marriage in 1844 and the start of

the Civil War in 1861 was without controversy. His record was exemplary, even

though it was almost completely uneventful and almost entirely focused on staff

work. Nevertheless, the army’s leadership, having sent him to Europe to study

modern military techniques and strategy, clearly saw him as a future leader. Now 42

years old and having secured a staff position in Washington with the commanding

general in 1861, McDowell inevitably was going play a central role in the first days

of the Civil War. The Union would soon have to decide on a commander for its

initial military ventures. McDowell’s presence in Washington, his long and

successful career in the system, his European experience, and his several senior

civilian and military supporters made him a likely candidate. Over the next two

years, McDowell—and the nation—would have the opportunity to assess whether

he was prepared and able to be a successful battlefield commander.
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