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STEPHEN W. SEARS’ GEORGE B. McCLELLAN: THE YOUNG NAPOLEON

by Sarah Mc¢Nair Vosmeier

In the opening paragraph of Stephen W, Sears’ George B
MeClellaw: The Young Napoleon, Sears describes MeClellan's
admirers proudly dubhbing him “*the Young Napoleon™ while
his detractors mockingly referred to him as “‘the Young
MeNapoleon.' Perhaps, Sears should have used the latter
nickname for his subtitle: the McClellan he describes is not
likelv to inspire much admiration. In fact, he is cowardly,
egotistical, deceitful (or deluded, at best), and rude. Readers
may find little to admire in George McClellan, but they should
admire Sears’ story of his life, which is a well written and
well researched portrait of MeClellan, focusing mainly on his
generalship.

McClellan's apparent cowardice stemmed in part from his
strongly-held but mistaken belief that the Confederates were
more numercus and better trained than his own men. Sears
shows, however, that MeClellan frequently refused to take
advantage of opportunities which might have allowed him
to succeed even if outnumbered, For example, in the sum-
mer of 1362 MceClellan had planned to attack Richmond from
the southeast, but he missed a string of opportunities dur-
ing the Seven Days’ Battle (June 25-July 1) and allowed
himself to be pushed back toward the Chesapeake. Commen-
ting on this peninsular campaign, Sears judges that

whatever the merits of the strategy that had carried
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FIGURE 1. *“*Battle of Antietam,” hand colored lithograph by Max Rosenthal. MceClellan is the central figure here
{on horseback and pointing to his right). Sears judges that he lost “*the courage to command,’’ suffered from a *‘near
paralysis of will,”" and was “simply irrational” during this battle.
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[MeClellan] to the gates of Richmond, he failed—and fail
& repeatedly—the test of battle. Crisis on the battlefield
left him incapable of initiative and virtoally dermnged
desperately attempting to shift the responsibility and con
sequences of his fallure. George McClellan was beaten in
the battle for Richmond by an army that existed only in
his mind’s eye, its overwhelming numbers real enough to
him so that he was able, in a final act of evasion, to make

o plausible case. . .that nothing of what had happened was

actually his fault (pp. 225-228).

Similarly, when Sears analyzes the battle of Antietam
(September 17, 1862), in which McClellan forced Robert E,
Lew's army o retreat but missed an opportunity to beat the
Confederates decisively, Sears judges that

the only explanation for [McClellan's] failing on so many

counts is that once again, in common with his filings in

the Seven Days' battles, he lost his inner composure and
with it the courage to command under the press of com
bat. . . . [McClellan suffered from] a near paralysis of will

The phantom army McClellan attributed to his opponent

perhaps accounted for his overall obsessive caution, but

many of his battlefied decisions were, for a trained soldier,

simply irmational (p. 323).

This sort of paralysis certainly detracts from a *'voung
Napoleon™ image, but McClellans egoism seems Lo have
covered up for some of his battlefield failings. His dramatic
Mamboyvance seems to have made him enormously popular
with his soldiers, and his focusing their attention on his per
sonality seems to have improved their morale,

On the other hand, his egoism also meant that he believied
he was more competent than either his superiors or his subor
dinates. Throughout his career MeClellan had clashed with
his superiors, but he was especially impatient with civilian
leaders—like Lincoln—who “meddled" in the war Station
ed in Washington early in the war, McClellan resented
Lincoln's unexpedcted arrivals to
discuss strategy with him: he
once hid himself at Edwin M.
Stanton's house (o “dodge all
enemies In shape of “browsing
Presdt ete” On another occasion,
he tolerantly listened to some of
the president’s military sugges-
tions, pretending to be ““much
edified " but after he was sure
Lincoln was out of ear shot he
turned to one of his friends and
said derisively, “lsn’t he a rare
bird?"* (p. 132).

Because MeClellan could not
betieve that any of his subor-
dinates were capable of doing
anything ns well as he could, he
wasted time with routine
administritive duties mther than
planning or leading successul
battles. Also, his belie! in his own
indispensability contributed to
his apparent cowardice, as is il-
lustrated by this letter to his
wile, written just before the
Seven Days’ Battle,

I feel that the final salvation

of the country demands the

utmost prudence on my part &
that I must not run the
slightest risk of disaster, for if
anything happened to this ar-
my our cause would be lost. |
feel too that | must not un-

(pp. 200-201).

MeClellan may have been deloded about his own value as
a commander, and he was certainly deluded about the ac-
tual strength of the Confederate forces, but Sears shows how
he sometimes purposely deceived the administration more
than himselfl. For example, in late July 1862 as he was prepar-
ing for another attack on Richmond, MeClellan explained to
the administration that he could not possibly attack without
more reinforcements, insisting that he was facing a force of
200,000 Confederates. As he described the Confederates to
his wife, however, he figured they were a much smaller
number, only about 150,000 to ITO0 (e 240).

In addition to being cowardly, egotistical, and deceitful,
Sears” “Young Napoleon® 8 also rude. Perhaps the most
famous example of his rodeness is the story John Hay told
about McClellan's “unparalleled insolence’ Lo the president
on November 13, 1861, Lincoln, Hay, and William H. Seward
had gone to McClellan's house that evening Lo discuss the
military situation. Finding McClellan to be out, they decided
to wait. An hour later they saw him enter the house and go
upstairs, ignoring an orderly s announcement that the presi-
dent was waiting for him. After another thirty minutes, they
sent the ordery upstairs to remind MeClellan that they were
still waiting; when the orderly returned, they were informed
that MeClellan had gone to bed (pp. DE2-133).

Hay thought Lincoln took no offense, but he must have
been a little surprised, at least, by this kind of personal in-
sult, Perhaps Lincoln would have been less surprised by the
insults McClellan and his Democratic friends paid him behind
his back. Partisanship was a way of life in the nineteenth
century, and as a Democrat, MoClellan was not likely to sup-
port Lincoln's administration wholeheartedly, no matter how
palite he might be to Lincoln personally, Some of MeClellan's
supporters have tried to downplay his publicized criticisms
of the administration, attributing them to political inex-
perience, Sears, however, insists that MeClellan ““was a part-

Sears has used for his dust jacket.

isan Democrat in knowing and
deliberate opposition to the
Republican administration that
employed him™ (p xii).

Dammning as this portrait of
“the Young Napoleon' is, Sears’
careful resenrch makes it convin-
cing Sears pays especially close
attention o primary sources on
McClellan. (He claims in his in-
troduction that “‘an under-
standing of the man is best found
in original, primary sources, and
this biography is drawn entirely
from such sources'” [p. xii].)
Sears demonstrtes his command
of the primary material with
details on how MeClellan chang-
ed his mind about issues as he
rewrole the original drafis of
some of his letters and public
statements. Sears also pald close
attention to other primary
documents. In one case, he found
the copy of McClellan's memoirs
which had been owned by Jacob
Cox, an observer Lo an incident
MeClellan describes in the book.
With Cox's copy of the book in
hand, Sears could repont on Cox’s
marginal notes on the page
describing the event he
witnessied =""Certainly not true”
(p. 262)

Sears does an excellent job
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necessarily risk my life—for ppgURE 2. ““Maj. Gen. Geo. B. McClellan on the Battle- With the primary sources, but his
the fate of my army depends palg of Antietam,”" engraving by A.B. Walter. This prine P00k lacks any historiographical
upon me & they all know it was based on a painting by Christian Schussele, which ¢0ntext. Knowing how inter-

prefations of MeClellan  have
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changed over time (and why we need a new biography of
him now) would have been helpful, Joseph L, Harsh's *'On
the MeClellan-Go-Round” makes a good supplement to Sears
book for those who are interested in MeClellan
historiography. (The article can be found in Ciwil War
History, vol. 19, no. 2, [June 1973, pp. 101-118 or in Battles
Laost and Won, edited by John T. Hubbell, [Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press, 1975], pp. 55-73). Harsh explains that (at
the time of his writing) McClellan biographies had generally
been of poor quality and that the most influential treatments
of MeClellan had appeared in general histories of the Civil

far. Harsh begins with the earliest biographies of McClellan,
and he points out that the professional Civil War-era soldiers
did not eriticize McClellan's cautiousness nearly as much as
their civilian contemporaries did and later historians have.
Also, Harsh notes, because twentieth century historians have
seon the Civil War as the first “‘total war'’ they are impa-
tient with McClellan's nineteenth-century style of fighting,
preferring Ulysses 8. Grant's more modern techniques.
MeClellan's slowness and his scrupulous respect for Southern
property and civilians seem archaic to modern scholars, but
for McClellan and many of his colleagues, they were entire-
Iy appropriate. Ideally, McClellan hoped the North could raise
and train an army that was so enormous that the South would
give up without fighting If both Northerners and Southerners
had been careful not to allow passions to become inflamed,
the chastened (but not humiliated) South would be able to
rejoin the Union without any painful period of Reconstruc-
tion. Understanding how interpretations of MeClellan have
changed over time might help us
avoid simplistic **Monday morn-
ing quarterback' -style criti-
CISITE.

Sears is scrupulously fair in his
treatment of MceClellan: although
he emphasizes the more un-
savory aspects of McClellan's
character, he does not neglect to
describe how his men adored
him. Still, the structure of Sears”
book controls the conclusions his
readers are likely to draw about
McClellan. Because Sears'
analysis is mostly of McClellan as
a general, he judges him on his
successes and failures in that
capacity rather than as a politi-
cian or businessman or husband
and father. (This is due, in part,
to the sources Sears used.
McClellan wrote a letter to his
wife, Mary Ellen [Marey]
MeClellan, nearly every day
when they were separated. Thus
there is much more material on
his life a= a general than on other
periods of his life when he was
not separated from her) Sears’
two chapters on MeClellan as a
politician and presidential can-
didate are adequate but shorter
and weaker than his treatment
of his military campaigns. For ex-
ample, Sears notes that
MeClellan was determined not to
campaign actively for the
presidency, but he does not ex-
plain that to have done so would
have seemed improperly power
hungry to nineteenth century

ment of McClellan's relationship with his wife is only cur-
sory. In comparison, Bruce Catton, in Mister Lincoln'’s Ar-
miyy, uses primary documents to suggest that Mary Ellen
MeClellan was more influential in McClellan's life than Sears
describes her to be.

Sears’ careful research is showeased by good writing (There
are a few passages which may confuse general readers,
especially battle scenes where it is not always clear who is
fighting on which side or how various units relate to each
other, but these passages are not central to the book.) For-
tunately for Sears, his subject lends itsell to good writing:
MeClellan wrote extensive and amazingly candid letters,
which are eminently quotable. Sears was also fortunate in
having Lincoln's wit and masterful prose to draw on, as well
as the diaries and letters of Lincoln observers. Thus Sears,
describing McClellan's stubborn refusal to move, his great at-
tachment to his men, and his cowardice, could tell the story
of how

the president, standing on a hilltop with his friend Ozias

M. Hatch and observing the vast encampment of the army,

abruptly asked Hatch whether he knew what they were

looking at. It was the Army of the Potomac, of course,

Hateh replied. *'So it is called, but that is a mistake,'’

Lincoln said; ““it is only McClellan's bodyguard,” (p. 331).
Sears could also quote Lincoln's exasperated telegram to
MeClellan on October 24, 1862, Ever since the battle of
Antietam in September, Lincoln had been trying to get
McClellan to move against the Confederates, but MeClellan
complained that he could not move until his army was pro-
perly supplied and rested. The
Confederate cavalry had made a
suceessiul and embarrassing raid
against McClellan’s army, and yet
he still would not move, because,
he explained to Lincoln, the
Union cavalry was exhausted.
Lincoln responded with ““Will
vou pardon me for asking what
the horses of your army have
done since the battle of An-
tietam that fatigne anyvthing?'
(p. 334).

Similarly, Sears could rely on
Lincoln for perceptive evalua-
tions of McClellan’s character, as
when Lincoln told Senator
Crville Browning that McClellan
“had the capacity to make ar-
rangements properly for a great
conflict”” but that when the mo-
ment actually came for battle,
“he became nervous and op-
pressed with the responsibility
and hesitated to meet the crisis’’
(p. 168).

In conclusion, Sears’ (reorge B
MeClellan: The Young Napoleon
is a valuable biography, especial-
ly for those who are interested
in knowing more about
McClellan as a general. It is well
written and well grounded in
McClellan’s own  writings.
Although *'the Young Napoleon™
woltld not have appreciated this
portrayal of him as cowardly and
deceitful, he would have to ad-
mit that Sears constructed that
portrait out of McClellan’s own
wornds.,
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voters. Similarly, Sears’ treat- FIGURE 3. Carte-de-viste photo of McClellan (c. 1861)
owned by the Lincolns and part of the “*Lincoln Family

Album."”
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