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Dramatis Personae
Joseph J. Bartlett: Colonel, Commander of the Second Brigade, First Division, Sixth Corps, Army
of the Potomac. Instigator of Slocum’s attack on the Confederate left at Crampton’s Gap, September 14,
1862.
Ambrose Everett Burnside: Major General, Commander of the ‘Right Wing,’ Army of the
Potomac, until September 15, 1862. Nickname: “Old Burn.”
Samuel Carey: Private, 23rd Ohio, First Brigade, Kanawha Division, Ninth Corps.
James M. Comly: Major, Commander of the 23rd Ohio, First Brigade, Kanawha Division, Ninth
Corps, Army of the Potomac. Promoted after wounding of Rutherford B. Hayes.
Jacob D. Cox: Brigadier General, Commander of the Kanawha Division, Ninth Corps, Army of the
Potomac. Promoted to commander of the Ninth Corps on September 15, 1862.
George Crook: Colonel, Commander of the Second Brigade, Kanawha Division, Ninth Corps,
Army of the Potomac. Promoted after capture of Colonel Augustus Moor in Frederick on September 12,
1862.
George A. Custer: Captain, Aide-de-Camp for General McClellan. Scout attached to the 8th Illinois
Cavalry.
Abner Doubleday: Brigadier General, Second Brigade, First Division, First Corps, Army of the
Potomac. Promoted to command of the First Division on September 15, 1862.
James C. Duane: Captain, engineering battalion, and aide-de-camp to General McClellan, Army
of the Potomac.
Hugh Ewing: Colonel, Commander of the First Brigade, Kanawha Division, Ninth Corps, Army
of the Potomac. Promoted to brigade command after promotion of Scammon to division command.
William B. Franklin: Major General, Commander of the Sixth Corps and the ‘Left Wing,’ Army
of the Potomac, until September 15, 1862.
John Gibbon: Brigadier General, Fourth Brigade, First Corps, Army of the Potomac.
George H. Gordon: Brigadier General, Commander of the Third Brigade, First Division, Twelfth
Corps, Army of the Potomac.
George S. Greene: Brigadier General, Commander of the Second Division, Twelfth Corps, Army
of the Potomac.
Rutherford B. Hayes: Colonel, Commander of the 23rd Ohio, First Brigade, Kanawha Division,
Ninth Corps, Army of the Potomac. Wounded in action September 14, 1862.
Jacob Higgins: Colonel, Commander of the 125th Pennsylvania Volunteers, First Division, Twelfth
Corps.

Joseph Hooker: Major General, Commander of the First Corps, Army of the Potomac. Nickname:
“Fighting Joe.”
Thomas J. Kelly (fictional): Private, 23rd Ohio, First Brigade, Kanawha Division, Ninth Corps.
Henry W. Kingsbury: Colonel, Commander of the 11th Connecticut, Third Division, Ninth
Corps, Army of the Potomac. Killed September 17, 1862.
George Love: Private, 23rd Ohio, First Brigade, Kanawha Division, Ninth Corps.
Joseph K. F. Mansfield: Major General, Commander of Twelfth Corps, Army of the Potomac.
Mortally wounded September 17, 1862.
George G. Meade: Brigadier General, Commander of the Third Division, First Corps, Army of
the Potomac, after transfer of John Reynolds to Pennsylvania.
George B. McClellan: Major General, Commander, Army of the Potomac. Nickname: “Little
Mac.”
William H. Medill: Major, Commander of the 8th Illinois Cavalry, First Brigade, Cavalry Division,
Army of the Potomac.
Dixon S. Miles: Colonel, Commander of Federal garrison at Harpers Ferry.
David Parker (fictional): Private, 23rd Ohio, First Brigade, Kanawha Division, Ninth Corps.
Alfred Pleasonton: Brigadier General, Commander of Cavalry Division, Army of the Potomac.
Fitz John Porter: Major General, Commander of the Fifth Corps, Army of the Potomac.
Jesse L. Reno: Major General, Commander of the Ninth Corps, Army of the Potomac. Mortally
wounded September 14, 1862.
John F. Reynolds: Brigadier General, Commander of the Third Division, First Corps. Assigned to
command of Pennsylvania Militia and transferred to Harrisburg.
Israel B. Richardson: Major General, Commander of the First Division, Second Corps. Mortally
wounded September 17, 1862.
James B. Ricketts: Brigadier General, Commander of the Second Division, First Corps, Army of
the Potomac.
Issac P. Rodman: Brigadier General, Commander of the Third Division, Ninth Corps, Army of
the Potomac. Killed September 17, 1862.
Delos B. Sackett: Colonel, Aide-de-Camp for General McClellan.
Eliakim P. Scammon: Brigadier General, Commander of the Kanawha Division, Ninth Corps,
Army of the Potomac. Promoted from colonel after Jacob Cox took over command of the Ninth Corps from
Jesse Reno. Nickname: “Old Granny.”

John Sedgwick: Brigadier General, Commander of the Second Division, Second Corps, Army of
the Potomac.
Lucy Settle (fictional): Women’s rights advocate, spinster, resident of Middletown, Maryland.
Simon Sutherland (fictional): Slave, friend of Lucy Settle, resident of Middletown, Maryland.
Truman Seymour: Brigadier General, Commander of the First Brigade, Third Division, First
Corps, Army of Potomac.
Henry W. Slocum: Major General, Commander of the First Division, Sixth Corps, Army of the
Potomac. Nickname: “Old Slow-Come.”
Samuel D. Sturgis: Commander of the Second Division, Ninth Corps, Army of the Potomac.
Edwin V. Sumner: Major General, Commander of the ‘Center Wing,” Army of the Potomac, until
September 15, 1862. Nickname: “Bull.”
George Sykes: Brigadier General, Commander of the Second Division, Fifth Corps, Army of the
Potomac.
Jacob Szink: Lieutenant Colonel, Lieutenant commander of the 125th Pennsylvania Volunteers,
First Division, Twelfth Corps. Wounded September 17, 1862.
Orlando B. Willcox: Brigadier General, Commander of the First Division, Ninth Corps, Army of
the Potomac.
Alpheus S. Williams: Brigadier General, Commander of Twelfth Corps, Army of the Potomac
until September 15, 1862. Resumed command September 17, 1862 after wounding of General Mansfield.
Emma Wilson (fictional): Widow, former member of U.S. Sanitary Commission, resident of
Frederick, Maryland.

Prologue

Late summer, 1862.
Major General George Brinton McClellan’s 87,000-man Army of the Potomac lies sprawled across the
hills and valleys of west-central Maryland.
Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia crossed north of the Potomac River eight days earlier in the
hope of rallying Marylanders against the national government in Washington, D.C. When no such
uprising occurs, Lee shifts his operations west to the region between Hagerstown, Boonsboro, and
Harpers Ferry. He divides his army to capture the 14,000 man Federal garrison at the ferry, and plans
to reassemble his army for a final battle with McClellan that he hopes will end the war. Until then, Lee
must await the outcome of the operation.
Miles to the east, “Little Mac,” as his troops fondly call him, knows the Southern army is operating
somewhere in western Maryland. He does not know the enemy’s ultimate objective, nor has he discerned
Lee’s purpose for advancing north of the Potomac. He is certain only that the Harpers Ferry garrison is
in grave danger, and that his army is the only hope for its salvation.
He pushes it west toward Frederick, therefore, and the inevitable clash with Lee that he knows must
come.
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Friday, September 12, 1862
(Near Sundown)
Headquarters of the Army of the Potomac
One mile southeast of Urbana, Maryland

Fuming

in the ankle-high grass outside of his tent, General George McClellan
unbuttoned his dark blue coat and stared into the orange-tinted sky. To the

southwest, located out of sight beyond the mountains, lay Harpers Ferry, Virginia, its garrison
threatened with capture by Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson. All that day Federal outriders tracking
Rebel movements had arrived bearing news of the Confederate noose tightening around the Ferry
and yet McClellan remained powerless to stop it.
Time, he imagined, was slipping away from him like grains of sand in an hourglass, each
minute bringing Colonel Dixon Miles and his men closer to their fate. Digging into his vest pocket,
the general drew out a round gold watch and studied its face: a quarter past six. Time to rescue the
Ferry that day had run out. Would tomorrow bring another opportunity?
A drop of perspiration trickled down McClellan’s temple and he lifted his kepi to wipe it
away. “Marcy, that parlous fool, Halleck, has doomed those men,” he muttered to the balding older
man standing over his shoulder.
General Marcy scratched at his blonde mutton chops but remained silent out of professional
courtesy. McClellan often spoke acidly of the general-in-chief of the army. While Marcy,
McClellan’s chief of staff and the father of Little Mac’s wife, Ellen, remained loyal to his son-inlaw, it made him uncomfortable to discuss Halleck in so negative a light.
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McClellan slapped his kepi against his thigh as he warmed to his subject. “Just today Halleck gave
me command over Miles’s garrison at the Ferry. Just today, Marcy! More than a week ago I
pleaded with the man, and with the president, for that matter, to order Miles to evacuate the trap
in which they’ve left him. Halleck denied me, claiming it served a useful purpose to keep Miles
behind Lee’s army. Rubbish! Old Brains indeed,” spat the general. “The man couldn’t think his
way out of a blind alley. Lee commands an army of more than one hundred thousand men. Miles
is but a morsel waiting to be gobbled up. Now, I am supposed to rescue him? How might that be
accomplished, I ask? How?”
“I’m sure you will think of something, general. You always do,” observed Marcy, hoping the
simple platitude would steer McClellan away from the disagreeable topic.
McClellan pulled the kepi back onto his head and turned toward his canvas tent in the day’s failing
light. His gaze did not meet Marcy’s as he called for his orderly to light the oil lamp on the table
just inside his tent and illuminate the maps sprawled on top. Ducking inside the flap, Little Mac
nodded his thanks and sent the man to find him something to eat, pulled off his coat and hat, and
draped them over the back of a chair. Falling heavily into the seat, the general rubbed his eyes and
leaned over the table to ponder the latest intelligence as General Marcy entered to stand beside
him.
A newly arrived message from Lincoln confirmed information from other sources that
Rebels under Jackson had been seen crossing back into Virginia at Williamsport. Probably the
whole Rebel army will be withdrawn from Maryland, Lincoln had written.
Perhaps. Other sources placed strong Rebel forces around Hagerstown, Maryland, just miles from
the Pennsylvania state line. “What are you after, Bobby Lee?” he whispered, his brown eyes
drifting to the area between Pennsylvania and Virginia encompassed by Washington County,
Maryland.
“General, may I enter?” McClellan looked up to see Colonel Thomas Key, his judge advocate and
confidant, standing just outside.
“Yes, yes, Key, by all means come in,” waved McClellan.
Tall and thin with a dark mustache, pince-nez glasses, and a goatee, Key stepped into the
yellow light beside Marcy. Ordinarily, McClellan shared little with his subordinates concerning
strategy, but Key remained an exception. The general admired his expertise in law, literature, and
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mathematics so he kept the clear-thinking Key close. If one man could be another man’s shadow,
mused Marcy gazing upon the two, Key acted the part of McClellan’s flawlessly.
“If I may say so, general, you appear . . . vexed,” observed Key.
“I’ve been placed in a difficult position thanks to the feeble brain trust at the War
Department,” confirmed McClellan. “They have given me command over the garrison at Harpers
Ferry, but I fear it may be too late to save Colonel Miles and his men.”
“Is there nothing that can be done?” asked Key in a quiet tone the general found soothing.
Rising to his feet, Little Mac pointed to a line on the map depicting the road from Frederick
City to Harpers Ferry. “I sent instructions to General Pleasonton this morning to have his cavalry
explore the approaches to the Ferry and open a route, if he is able. Pleasonton, however, remains
in Frederick proper and I have heard no firing from the direction of the river.”
“What does this tell you?” inquired Key.
“It tells me that at least some Rebel troops remain between Pleasonton and Miles’s
garrison. It also tells me that Lee’s main force is still in Maryland. Just this morning I learned that
Lee’s army departed Frederick in two columns. One moved southwest toward the Ferry. The
second moved northwest toward Hagerstown. This afternoon, news arrived of Rebel troops
crossing south into Virginia from Williamsport. I am almost certain that Harpers Ferry is Lee’s
objective, and that he sent Jackson to accomplish its capture. What his overriding goal might be
beyond that remains a mystery.”
“I see,” nodded Key thoughtfully. “Governor Curtin thinks General Lee may wish to invade
Pennsylvania. This was your opinion also, until recently, I think?”
A scowl brought together McClellan’s thick eyebrows as he peered at the Mason-Dixon
Line on his map. “I no longer think that, Key. Governor Curtin is edgier than a cat on hot bricks.
He cries continually that his state is the Rebel goal, but I have yet to see evidence of it. Lee could
move north, but at present I am rather sure he will not. After all, my objective this entire campaign
has been to reduce Lee’s options.”
Key moved around the map, contemplating McClellan’s observations while rubbing the
stubble on his chin. Some aspects of military science still evaded him, although he always
appreciated its reliance on geometry. Opposing forces jockeyed for position by leveraging angles
of approach and lines of march. Lee’s army rested within a large triangle, with Harpers Ferry
forming one corner to the south, Hagerstown a second to the north, and an as yet indistinct third
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point to the east. McClellan sought to understand how the triangle might change shape so he could
shift his army to meet the Rebels.
“You moved General Burnside’s right wing of the army north from Washington to cut Lee
off from Baltimore, didn’t you, sir?” he asked.
“Yes, and then Lee moved west,” replied Little Mac as he tapped a point on the map. “This
leaves only the northern and southern routes open to him, practically speaking. General Reynolds
and the Pennsylvania militia guard the northern path. Should Lee move in that direction Reynolds
can delay him long enough that we might come up and take the Rebel army from the rear. I did
not agree when Washington ordered Reynolds away days ago, but I have since come around to the
advantage of having him at Harrisburg. If anyone can put backbone into raw militia it is John
Reynolds. South is the path Lee is most likely to take. Supplies in the Shenandoah lie that way, as
does Miles’s command at the Ferry. Lee can take it, strike a blow for his cause, and seize the arms
and supplies there without meeting us in battle. It’s what I would do, were I in his place.”
“Sounds reasonable,” agreed Key.
Marcy nodded as well, asking, “But what can you do to frustrate him?”
“This is the question, isn’t it? My fear is that Secesh will skedaddle too quickly for me to
catch him.” McClellan took up a pencil, placed it on the map, and slid it point-first toward the
northwest. “If Lee moves this way, I will order this army to Hagerstown to cut the Rebel line of
supply from Virginia. That will force him to turn and fight. If he moves south, which he presently
appears to be doing, we will punch a hole at Harpers Ferry and overtake him near Winchester.”
McClellan pulled the pencil back to Urbana, their present position, and slid it southwest to
Winchester for emphasis. “The difficulty will be pushing through at Harpers Ferry,” he added,
waving the pencil as he did so. “The way there is very narrow and can be easily defended.”
“Hence the importance of holding it,” volunteered Marcy.
“Precisely!” exclaimed McClellan, tossing the pencil onto the table.
Key watched the instrument roll to the edge and fall out of sight. “Knowing this, general,
what will you do?” he asked.
Little Mac rubbed the underside of his nose to wipe away a knot of mucus. “I—blast this
hay fever! Pardon me, colonel,” he replied, drawing a handkerchief from his pocket. “I intend to
wait for more information before deciding on a final course. General Burnside’s command is
moving on Fredrick City. I will go there tomorrow to confer with him and plan our next move.
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Sooner or later we must march to the rescue of the Ferry, but I must hear from Pleasonton before
deciding how we should proceed.”
Key stared down at the map, thinking he might have an idea worth voicing. “Respectfully,
general, could you not open a direct route to Miles through Knoxville on the Potomac?”
“No, Key! Have you not heard a word of what I’ve said?” McClellan shot back. “Do you
recall the ancient Battle of Thermopylae?”
Embarrassment reddened the colonel’s face. “No, sir. Military history is not my strong
suit.”
“Ah, no matter, Key. I am here to tell you,” skylarked McClellan. “At Thermopylae, a
small force of Greeks led by the Spartan general Leonidas delayed the advance of a much larger
Persian army under King Xerxes by occupying a defensive position in a narrow pass between the
sea and the mountains. The geography of Knoxville is similar. The path there between the river
and the mountain is so narrow the enemy could stop an entire corps with a single brigade. If Lee
has covered the road there with artillery posted on the heights across the river, it would be flat
suicide to send troops through that passage. We cannot go that way. We must instead force the
pass at Crampton’s Gap and open a path into Pleasant Valley.”
McClellan thrust an outstretched finger at a pass on the map near a village named
Burkittsville several miles north of the Potomac. “In the meantime, we must clear a path for
General Pleasonton to approach the Ferry. I’ll order him and Burnside to have General Reno’s
Ninth Corps seize the pass where the National Road crosses Catoctin Mountain west of Frederick
City.”
Marcy nodded in agreement. “Clearing that range will let Pleasonton enter the valley and
determine the strength of any Rebel command there.”
“It will,” continued Little Mac. “General Franklin’s Sixth Corps will move to
Buckeystown, just south of Frederick, where it can wait to advance on the outcome of tomorrow’s
operations. General Sumner will move his Second Corps closer to Frederick at Monocacy Junction.
If Pleasonton can open the route to the Ferry, I will send Franklin in that direction and use Sumner
to support Burnside. Either way, I will drive the Rebels back across the Potomac and rescue our
cause.”
“And raise your reputation, general,” suggested his judge advocate.
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McClellan cocked an eye at Key. “Not this again, colonel. We will consider the issue of
what to do about my enemies in Washington after we have secured the country.”
“But general, the issues are one and the same—are they not? A victory vindicates your
leadership in the eyes of the people. The radicals in Congress seek to make this war about the
abolition of slavery. The administration now also leans this way. In doing so, they reject our policy
of conciliation toward the South, guaranteeing the war will continue and grow even bloodier and
more bitter than it is now,” explained a passionate Key. “If we can only show—”
“If we can only show that further armed resistance is futile,” interrupted McClellan, “and
that the national government seeks to restore the Constitution as it existed before the outbreak of
war, the people of the South might be reconciled to our reunion.” The general sighed heavily and
shook his head. “I know well the issues at stake, Key, and there may come a time when for the
good of the country we need to turn our attention from the Rebels to my enemies in Washington.
Now is not that time. Let us win first and then seek to restore peace.”
“Of course, sir,” demurred the colonel, slipping his hands into his coat pockets.
The small gathering fell silent when an orderly appeared carrying a tin plate. Waving for
the man to enter, McClellan dismissed Key and Marcy. He chewed a crust of bread and looked
over a letter he had begun writing to his wife earlier in the day:
My dearest, I have been interrupted here by news that we have Frederick. Burnside and
Pleasonton are both there. The next trouble is to save the garrison of Harpers Ferry, which
is, I fear, in danger of being captured by the Rebels. If they are not taken by this time I
think I can save them; at all events, nothing in my power shall be left undone to accomplish
this result. I feel sure of one thing now, and that is that my men will fight well. The moment
I hear that Harpers Ferry is safe I shall feel quite sure of the result. The people here cheer
the troops as they pass.
McClellan sat back to muse on his last sentence. Union sentiment in Maryland was stronger
than he had expected. Slavery, after all, remained common in the state and only one year earlier a
mob had attacked government troops in the streets of Baltimore. Fighting in the company of a
friendly populace made an important difference to the ranks and McClellan could sense the
improvement of morale in his men. Everything seemed to be coming together, even though the
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Army of the Potomac he now led had been cobbled together from pieces of its previous incarnation
and from those of John Pope’s short-lived Army of Virginia.
Pope. What a repulsive individual, thought McClellan. What Lincoln and Halleck saw in
him is beyond me.
The general tore off another piece of bread and popped it into his mouth as his thoughts
flitted to accusations in the press that he had dallied in reinforcing Pope, allowing Lee to whip the
Army of Virginia on the old battlefield near Bull Run. Congress had even launched an investigation
of the matter and relieved Fitz John Porter from corps command just when the army needed the
man most.
“The fools!” he muttered. “I am beholden to a squawking gaggle of imbeciles and halfwits in Washington.” Perhaps Key’s advice made sense. With the army once again firmly in his
hands he could turn it back on Washington and force the national government to sue for peace.
Would America laud me as the man who brought an end to the war or would they call me
a latter-day Julius Caesar? McClellan cast a furtive glance about the tent to ensure that he was
alone. Using the army against the administration amounted to treason. No one could hear him
considering it.
McClellan listened to Marcy giving orders outside. I am fortunate to have Marcy with me,
he thought. Reliable friends are few and far between.
The twilight passed into night and the hum of activity around McClellan’s tent subsided.
Inside, the general brooded in solitude amid a hush pregnant with hope for the following day.

