
American Civil War:

 First Bull Run

Union Army: 35,000 soldiers in the Army of Northeastern Virginia, 
commanded by Brig. Gen. Irvin McDowell. His division commanders 
were Brig. Gen. Daniel Tyler (1st Div.), Brig. Gen. David Hunter (2nd 
Div.), Col. Samuel Heintzelman (3rd Div.), Theodore Runyon (4th 
Div.), and Col. Dixon Miles (5th Div.). 

Confederate Army: 32,000 soldiers in the combined Armies of the 
Potomac, commanded by Brig. Gen. Pierre G.T. Beauregard, and 
the Shenandoah, commanded by Gen. Joseph E. Johnston. Johnston 
brought around 8,500 men from the Shenandoah Valley and was in 
overall command as their senior officer. His five brigades—Brig. Gen. 
Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson (1st Bde.), Col. Francis Bartow (2nd 
Bde.), Brig. Gen. Barnard Bee Jr. (3rd Bde.), Brig. Gen. E. Kirby Smith 
(4th Bde.), and Col. J.E.B. Stuart (Cavalry)—played significant roles in 
the battle.   

In April of 1861, after Confederate guns forced the surrender of Fort 
Sumter, the American Civil War began. Both sides rushed to build 
armies and prepare for what most thought would be a short war. But 
the first pitched battle, along a creek in northern Virginia known 
as Bull Run, would shatter those expectations when inexperienced 
generals ‒ with untrained staff ‒ led their mostly amateur soldiers to 
war. As the battle began, a clever Union flanking maneuver initially 
had the surprised Confederates on their heels. But the Union offensive 
stalled against determined resistance and reinforcements. And by 
late afternoon, the humiliated Union army was streaming back to 
Washington in defeat. The wake-up call had sounded: This war would 
not be quick or easy. It would require the serious business of building 
professional armies for the years ahead. 

Actions by the Union – The storm clouds of 
Southern secession had been building for 
years before bursting under the April 1861 
bombardment of Fort Sumter. Newly elected 
President Abraham Lincoln faced the grim reality 
of war with an unprepared army that was small 
(around 17,000 men stationed mostly out West), 
lacked experience, and was led by an old war hero, 
Lt. Gen. Winfield Scott ‒ too old and unfit for 
field duty. On 15 April, the day after Fort Sumter 

surrendered, Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers to serve 90 days. He 
also ordered a naval blockade of Southern ports. During this chaotic 
time, state regiments converged on Washington amid the battle cry, “On 
to Richmond!” 

By early July, Lincoln’s fledging army was taking shape. Gen. George 
McClellan led 20,000 troops in western Virginia, while Maj. Gen. Robert 
Patterson led 18,000 troops in the upper Shenandoah Valley. Meanwhile, 
Brig. Gen. Irvin McDowell commanded the amalgamation of roughly 
35,000 men around Washington. (Map 1)

Amid growing public pressure and the reality of soon-expiring 
enlistments, Lincoln needed to act. He looked to McDowell to begin 
a campaign toward Richmond, with an initial objective to seize the 
critical railroad junction at Manassas ‒ where the north/south Orange & 
Alexandria and the east/west Manassas Gap Railroad converged. In this 
new era of railroads, it was the essence of key terrain.

McDowell planned to pin down the Confederates along Bull Run’s 
main crossing sites while turning the Confederate right flank to defeat 
them or force their retreat to Richmond. The entire operation rested 
on the assumption that Patterson could keep Gen. Joseph E. Johnston’s 
Confederate Army of 12,000 occupied in the Shenandoah Valley 
to prevent him from reinforcing Brig. Gen. Pierre G.T. Beauregard 
at Manassas. Scott telegraphed Patterson to ensure this would be 
accomplished, then reassured McDowell it would be done. On 16 June, 
McDowell’s army broke camp and moved toward Centerville. 

Leading the column was Brig. Gen. Daniel Tyler’s division, which arrived 
in Centerville on the 18th. The same day, he took elements of his lead 
brigade south to reconnoiter Blackburn’s Ford, where he planned his 
feint. When he saw Confederates across the creek, he opened fire to 
gauge their strength. After the Confederates returned fire, the back and 
forth lasted nearly four hours before Tyler called a halt. It seemed he had 
found the main Rebel position. Meanwhile, McDowell and his engineers 
were doing their own reconnaissance when they realized that the terrain 
in the east would make the original plan impossible. Later that day, 
McDowell flipped his plan: Instead of enveloping the Confederate right 
flank, he would envelop the left. He spent the next day determining the 
best routes for movement.

With experienced troops, it would have been a good plan. The enemy 
was concentrated at the lower fords, and without Johnston’s army, they 
would be significantly outnumbered. But McDowell’s army was moving 
slowly. His brigades sat in Centerville, waiting for wagonloads of fresh 
supplies and cooking their rations for the days ahead, while civilian 
spectators from Washington mingled about. 
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Strategic/Operational:
1)  Operational Tempo – McDowell’s operational plan was sound ‒ fix the enemy where he thinks you are most likely to attack and 
surprise him with a large flanking force. Unfortunately, plans are tied to tempo, and he did not appreciate the value of time. From the 
start, his army moved slowly, covering only 20 miles in two and a half days. Even with his army in Centerville, it took two days to launch 
his attack. If McDowell had attacked on the 19th or 20th, Johnston’s army would not have been in position. Furthermore, his dawn attack 
on the 21st was also compromised by time. If his columns had gotten into position early on the 21st, his plan still might have worked. 
However, in deferring to his subordinates, he failed to begin preliminary movements on the 20th. And when they did move, constricted 
and confusing dirt paths made their progress slow. In the end, McDowell’s slow operational tempo gave the Confederates time to react and 
reinforce. Johnston’s troops, who made up two-thirds of the killed and wounded, made all the difference.7 
 
2)  Patterson’s Blunder in the Valley – McDowell’s slow tempo was compounded by Patterson’s failure to keep Johnston’s army 
occupied in the Shenandoah Valley. Patterson’s vital contribution to this campaign involved one task ‒ to keep Johnston pinned down. In 
the words of one historian, “Patterson, thoroughly confused, allowed his army to drift away from Johnston’s main body, thereby creating 
the strategic basis for a Union disaster.”8 Patterson was relieved of command shortly after this failure.

Tactical:
1)  Individual Initiative – History is full of examples of battles that turn on individual initiative. During Bull Run, Evans exemplifies 
this, deserving great credit for saving the Confederate Army from disaster. Beauregard had placed him at Stone Bridge, thinking this was 
his relatively unthreatened left flank. But once he got the signalman’s alarm, he acted decisively and moved to stop the Union advance. It 
was this critical action that slowed the entire Union attack.  
2)  Synchronization – McDowell’s tactical plan was to pin down Confederate forces with a demonstration at Blackburn’s Ford and 
a secondary attack at Stone Bridge, while the main effort executed a flanking attack from Sudley Springs. Unfortunately, without 
synchronizing these separate events, McDowell allowed Beauregard time to react. If Evans had not had nearly three hours of facing Tyler’s 
secondary attack to his front, he probably would not have taken the risk of moving most of his brigade away from Stone Bridge. Likewise, 
if the opening volleys of the feint and secondary attacks had coincided with the flanking attack, it probably would have pinned down the 
defenders. McDowell’s delays, combined with the lack of synchronization, doomed his plan.

3)  Mission Command – Translating the commander’s concept of the operation into effective and coordinated actions on the ground 
lies at the heart of mission command. Based on the inexperience of both armies, it’s no surprise that the Battle of Bull Run was full of 
mission command problems. Prior to the battle, division and brigade commanders on both sides had mostly 
company-level experience and, therefore, were unused to commanding and maneuvering large forces. In the 
case of McDowell, he had a good tactical plan, but he and his subordinates didn’t have the 
experience to execute it. It was bad enough that the initial feint and demonstrations were not 
synchronized with the main effort, as mentioned above. But more critically, he was unable to 
rally his command to mass forces and attack at the time when the Confederate line broke. The 
later famous Sherman would credit McDowell with “one of the best planned battles of the war” 
but would add that it was also “the worst fought.”9 

Beauregard also had a plan, but it was complicated and became irrelevant. Additionally, his 
orders were famously confusing. When the fighting erupted, Beauregard’s orders were often at 
odds with each other, in one case sending one brigade to attack another Confederate brigade. And if 
there was any shared understanding of how the mission was to unfold, it was certainly not clear to his 
subordinates who fought on his left flank. In the end, the battle became a meeting engagement on the 
Confederate left, in which his subordinates’ initiative and grit made up for his mission command failures.

4) McDowell’s Missed Opportunity – After the Confederate left flank began collapsing and 
retreating from Matthews Hill, McDowell had his best chance for victory. In fact, he initially 
thought the battle was won. But instead of massing his forces to pursue the retreating Rebels, 
he allowed them to reorganize on nearby Henry House Hill. In fairness, McDowell had lost 
key commanders ‒ including his two division commanders (Hunter and Heintzelman) ‒ and 
the situation had grown confusing. It would not be easy. But great commanders find a way. 
McDowell, through his inexperience and lack of a sense of urgency, failed to do so. It was his 
best chance for victory, and he failed to seize it. 
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Lessons for Today’s Leaders

Discussion Questions:

1) Union commander Brig. Gen. Irvin McDowell had a good plan to fix the enemy and flank 
his position. Even with his inexperienced army, is there anything he could have done to 

increase his chances of success?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

2) If you were Gen. Pierre G.T. Beauregard, what would you have done differently to better prepare for the
Union attack?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

3) How did the opposing commanders use, or fail to use, the principles of war (mass, offense, unity of 
command, surprise, economy of force, maneuver, objective, security, and simplicity)?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

4) Why was Confederate Col. Nathan Evans a standout in the battle? Can you think of other examples of
individual initiative that changed the course of battles?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

5) How did the Battle of Bull Run affect the larger war?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
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