Seven Pines Historical Notes

Seven Pines may bear the distinction of being the most mismanaged battle of the entire American Civil

War. While many battles did not go as planned, few came apart so completely as did 

Joseph E.Johnston’s in his first offensive effort. The result was a confused clash in the woods and fields east of Richmond, and bitter recriminations afterwards.

The battle itself was intended to be Johnston’s supreme effort to drive the Union invaders from the very

gates of the Confederate Capitol, since the Rebel army had simply run out of room to do anything else.

Johnston had been retreating all spring, retiring first from his exposed position around Manassas to 

positions near Fredericksburg and then, once McClellan landed on the Peninsula, hurrying south to join Confederate General John B.Magruder’s small command in opposing the might of the Union Army of the Potomac in front of Yorktown. Finally, after a month of inaction and waiting on the Yorktown line, Johnston retreated again, falling back up the length of the Peninsula towards Richmond.

Three months of retrograde action only worsened the tension between Johnston and Confederate President , Jefferson Davis, tension that had initially developed over a rank and seniority dispute between the two men that previous winter. Now, with Johnston getting ever closer to Richmond, and with McClellan looming behind him, Davis was losing confidence that Johnston would ever put up a serious fight to save the city.

This distrust on Davis’ part was partially unfair, because Johnston was clearly handicapped by numbers. The Union army was over 100,000 men strong, while Johnston’s command was closer to 55,000 troops. A month later, during the more famous Seven Days ’fighting, Davis gave Robert E.Lee almost numerical parity with the Federals by drawing in reinforcements from the Shenandoah Valley, southern Virginia, and North Carolina, Johnston got no such reinforcement.

Still, Johnston was well aware of the impossibility of giving up Richmond without a fight, and was always looking for some chance to strike a portion of McClellan ’s huge army on something approaching even odds. By the end of May, Johnston thought he found just such a chance. 

The Chickahominy River was the agent for that opportunity. The Chickahominy flows generally southeast,  starting north of Richmond and splitting the Peninsula in two before flowing into the James River further east, and any approach to Richmond from the Peninsula will at some point have to cross this stream. Worse for the Federals, McClellan still expected the Union First Corps originally part of his army but retained by Washington to provide adequate defences for the Union Capitol to march overland from Fredericksburg and join the rest of the Army of the Potomac in front of Richmond. This meant that McClellan was actually forced to straddle the Chickahominy, with the 2nd, 5th and 6th Corps on the north bank, and the 3rd and 4th Corps on the south bank. Realising that the Federals were vulnerable here, Johnston decided to strike a blow at the two Union corps south of the river.

On the 28th of May, Johnston and his chief subordinates met to finalise plans for the attack. Two roads were the best avenues to approach the Union Lines, the Nine-mile Road to the north, and the Williamsburg Stage Road to the south. Both ran east from the Capitol, with the Nine-mile Road curving south after some miles to intersect with the Williamsburg Road at Seven Pines. Hence, these two routes offered parallel approaches and naturally converged on the Union position, making them ideal for Johnston’s plans. Further, the Charles City Road ran southeast, providing a route towards the Union southern flank. 

Johnston intended to mass two thirds of his army against the two Federal corps, using all three roads to facilitate the approach. Here, however, communication broke down badly. Johnston ’s orders were both vague and verbal, the lack of anything written not only confused commanders at the time, but also badly muddied the waters in trying to figure out exactly what went wrong afterwards. 

The crux of the problem lay with General James Longstreet. Johnston’s orders called for Longstreet to have overall initial direction of the approach and battle. Longstreet’s large division was supposed to move up the Nine Mile Road, join General G.W.Smith’s division, and attack the Union right. General D.H.Hill’s division was to move down the Williamsburg Road and open the action by attacking the Union centre. Finally, Huger’s division was to move via the Charles City Road and threaten the Union left flank near White Oak Swamp. The signal to Hill ’s men to start the attack was the arrival of one of Hill’s brigades --Rodes-- stationed out on the Charles City Road, which was to move out when Huger arrived in its place.

Certainly these orders were rather complicated, with the entire movement keyed to the arrival of Rodes’ command on Hill’s front after being replaced by Huger’s column. Worse yet, Huger was unclear as to whether he was merely a threat or part of the actual attack, Johnston’s orders to him did not specify. With everything linked in such a manner, any one misstep could break the chain of cause and effect, there by derailing the whole concept. 

However, alternatives were discussed. Longstreet had a simpler proposal, his command would march straight down the Williamsburg Road, join Hill, and attack. Once Smith heard that firing, Smith would join in from his positions on the Nine Mile Road. Huger’s mission was unchanged. Unfortunately, during a further meeting on the 30th, Johnston rejected this concept,  but that must not have been clear in Longstreet’s mind. This, coupled with Huger’s uncertainty as to the exact nature of his own role, meant that two of Johnston’s three columns were not clear on their role in the plan.

On the morning of the 31st, total confusion reigned. Longstreet started off down the wrong road, still intending to move down the Williamsburg Road as he had suggested, rather than down the Nine Mile Road as Johnston’s plan called for. Worse, Longstreet and Huger got into a bizarre dispute over crossing priorities at Gillies Creek, a raging torrent from rains the night before. The bridge was washed out, and the only crossing was hastily made, with two wagons parked in the middle of the flood and a footbridge rigged. Despite Huger’s need for speed in order to relieve Rodes’ brigade out on the Charles City Road so his arrival in turn could signal the start of D.H.Hill’s attack, Longstreet insisted in crossing his 12,000 men first, in an argument that was ultimately settled by seniority of rank. Once across, Longstreet promptly halted and let Huger’s men cross and move ahead to proceed down the Charles City Road, wasting further time. 

All the while, the other commands waiting impatiently. Johnston was waiting with Smith’s division on the Nine Mile Road, his anxiety further sharpened by the presence of Davis himself. Relations between the two were so strained that despite several hours in close proximity they barely spoke, except for Davis ’ periodic inquiries as to why the delay, which cannot have helped Johnston’s mood. By mid-morning, couriers were sent out to find Longstreet, one of whom returned with word that Longstreet was found on the Williamsburg Road. Given that Longstreet’s men had started out near the Williamsburg Road and would have had to travel on a portion of it anyway to reach the Nine Mile Road, Johnston assumed that this was in fact happening, and while Longstreet was late, he was not off course. This proved a fatal assumption, for it meant that Johnston, still not grasping that the plan was derailed, elected to simply wait more instead of personally going to seek clarification. 

Simultaneously, D.H.Hill was waiting for Rodes to arrive. Being the trigger for what was supposed to be a dawn attack, naturally Hill grew increasingly worried and impatient as the day reached Noon without either any sign of Rodes or word from Huger. Finally, Hill felt he could wait no more, and sent his three available brigades forward into the attack. Rodes was in fact not far off by this time, and quickly followed the rest of Hill ’s division into the fight. At last the battle had opened. 

As Hill’s men swept forward, they encountered a Union line no more prepared to receive an attack than the Rebels were prepared to deliver one. The initial Federal line was held by General Silas Casey’s 2nd Division of the 4th Corps. Surprised, Casey’s men were swept back, and General Keyes ,the Union 4th Corps Commander, quickly called for reinforcements from the Union 3rd Corps, stationed some distance to the rear. Heintzelman, the Union 3rd Corps commander, responded rapidly, but it would be some time before the two divisions of his corps ,under two of the most aggressive Generals in the Union army, Hooker and Kearney, would arrive to support Casey. 

Keyes’ other division, under Darius Couch, soon found itself being drawn into Casey’s fight, and further reinforcements were needed. McClellan’s response was to send Sumner’s 2nd Corps south of the river in support, which proved no mean feat. The same flood that had turned Gillies Creek into a torrent and delayed the Rebels so badly had also swollen the Chickahominy to the point where the available bridges that 2nd Corps needed were in danger of being swept away. Sumner, however, was adamant concerning his orders, and began crossing his infantry immediately, rickety bridges or no. While the better part of an infantry division made it across that afternoon, almost no artillery did, and the remaining division of Sumner’s corps did not get across until well after dark. None the less, his immediate response aided Keyes’ embattled line at a critical time. McClellan, who was feeling ill, never crossed to the south bank at any time, despite the manifestly large battle occurring on Keyes’ front. 

All told, D.H.Hill’s command drove the Union troops for about a mile, attacking three distinct battle-lines. Few of Longstreet’s men even got into the fight It was not until late afternoon ,around 4:00 p.m., that Johnston began to get a clear picture of what had happened. Until then, the sounds of the battle on the Williamsburg road were muted, and Johnston dismissed them as long range artillery duelling instead of a major attack. Not until a belated courier arrived from Longstreet was it apparent that those sounds were the main attack, and the Rebels there had been fighting for several hours. 

At that point, Johnston ordered G.W. Smith to commit his division, originally intended to be the reserve for Longstreet along the Nine Mile Road. Thus, it was closer to 5:00 p.m. before the lead elements of this column, under General Chase Whiting, advanced to attack the Union lines. Whiting’s men ran into the newly arrived elements of the Federal Second Corps who had filed in to replace Couch’s division, and despite several furious charges, got nowhere. 

Clearly the days result was disappointing. Johnston had intended to use 22 brigades in a concentrated attack on 6 Federal brigades: instead only 10 Confederate brigades even saw action, and their piecemeal commitment allowed Union reinforcements to intervene significantly, saving the Federal 4th Corps from a disaster. Finally, almost the last casualty of the day was perhaps the most disruptive at all, Johnston himself was wounded observing the fighting along the Nine Mile Road, and forced to give up command to G.W.Smith.

Nightfall found Smith newly thrust into command of a very confused situation, and at one point Smith 

asked President Davis himself if there was any news from Longstreet hardly filling Davis with confidence in the new commander. Finally, Smith issued orders for a renewal of the attack the next morning, as per Johnston’s intentions. The plan as conceived was not really sound, Longstreet and Hill were to renew the attack at dawn, driving north instead of east this time, while Whiting ’s column was to attack south along the Nine Mile Road once Longstreet’s attack was fully developed. The problem was that while Sumner’s Federals did project much further east than did the dented lines of the 3rd and 4th Corps, the Union 2nd Corps was still fresh and very strong. Worse, any drive north by Longstreet would expose his flank to the Federal 3rd Corps which was still effective. 

However, Longstreet’s solution to this conundrum was not a good one. He simply ignored Smith, and placed the bulk of the attack once again on Hill, who sent forward three brigades (none from his own division, which was pretty badly beaten up by the previous day’s fighting) in a probing attack that was mainly directed west instead of north. When these three brigades faltered, more men were committed, but fed into action piecemeal. In the end, Longstreet committed six brigades, four of his own and two from Huger , into a series of frontal attacks on the Union 3rd and 2nd Corps, but the Federals were not driven an inch. Smith heard the fighting, but elected not to commit Whiting’s men, and by midday the action was over. 

The final act in the drama was a significant one. At 2:00 p.m., President Davis and his entourage rode up to Smith’s HQ on the Nine Mile Road,  Smith was informed that he was being relieved, and that Davis’ advisor, General Robert E. Lee, was assuming command of the army. With little fanfare, Smith handed over command, he would resign in November of that year, and ended the war commanding the Georgia State Troops in the Atlanta campaign. 

As can be imagined, the recriminations over what went wrong at Seven Pines were massive. Longstreet’s report blamed Huger for the mix-up at Gillies Creek, and Johnston accepted much of this in his own report, despite it being clearly at odds with his own battle plans for the 31st. Huger, for his part, did not see either Longstreet’s or Johnston’s reports until much later, and once he did spent much of his post-war career trying to absolve himself of blame, mostly by attacking Longstreet. Smith also spent much time attacking Longstreet for the aborted effort on June 1st, ultimately blaming the latter general for most of what went wrong on that day as well. 

The truth is likely beyond reach. Certainly Longstreet took the wrong road, and his criticism of Huger seems misplaced. There is certainly a question as to why .Johnston acquiesced to much of Longstreet’s view of what happened in his own report. 

The real reason is most likely that, Longstreet was genuinely confused about the route, quite possibly because it was one of the attack possibilities debated prior to the fight. Johnston’s orders were manifestly unclear, as evidenced by Huger’s own report on them, and the lack of written orders at all simply makes the possibility of confusion even more likely. 

Even the most sympathetic explanation of Longstreet’s actions, however, cannot escape the fact that the two days of Seven Pines were a blot on his record, marked by confusion and poor tactical thinking, and his treatment of Huger was shabby. Worse, Longstreet seems to have decided simply to ignore Smith’s direct order for the June 1st attack, with only a very limited commitment of forces on the second day. Had Longstreet turned in a similar performance a month later, during the Seven Days, there can be little question that he, along with Huger and Magruder, would have been sent off to internal exile in some remote post. However, the reality is that Longstreet’s actions during the Seven Days were almost the antithesis of his Seven Pines performance, solid, responsive, and displaying a great deal of tactical control in several actions. 

Whatever else it was, Seven Pines was a learning experience for Longstreet, and Johnston's injury paved the way for Robert E Lee to take command of the Army of North Virginia, and with it a month later, he very nearly won the war!

