
Date: Wednesday,   
  December 13, 2006 
 

Place: The Cleveland  
                 Playhouse Club 
  8501 Carnegie Ave. 

 

Time: Drinks 6 PM   
      Dinner 7 PM 

    
 

Reservations: Please Call 
JAC Communications 
  (216) 861-5588 

 
 

Meal choice:   Salmon or Grilled 
 Portabello Mushroom 

December, 2006    437th Meeting      Vol. 28   #4 

Tonight’s Speakers:  

Dan Zeiser  
  Dan has been a student of the Civil War 
since childhood.  A history major in col-
lege, the Roundtable has permitted him to 
continue his fondness for historical figures 
such as George Thomas.  He has contrib-
uted many articles for the Charger and is 
known, mostly by himself, for his quirky, 
yet scholarly, pieces. 
  Dan has been a member of the Roundta-
ble since 1992 and is a past president.  He 
currently serves as the Editor of the 
Charger. 
  Dan is married and has three children.  
He appreciates their patient listening to his 
historical ramblings. 

Tonight’s  

Program:       The Confederacy’s    

    New Mexico Campaign  
It is 1861. The Civil War is 
on.  While fighting in the 
east rages, Brig. Gen. 
Henry Hopkins Sibley pro-
poses raising a brigade of 
Texans at San Antonio, 
marching west to El Paso, 
and invading the New 
Mexico Territory. Sharing 
the dream of a Confederate 
manifest destiny, President 
Davis consents and the 
Confederacy’s New Mex-
ico Campaign becomes 
reality. 

Defending the territory is a 
series of frontier forts, the 
most notable being Ft. 
Craig, commanded by Col. 
Edward Canby, and Ft. Un-
ion, , guarding the Santa Fe 
trail, but very few soldiers, as most have been sent east to 
fight. Moving north through the Rio Grande valley, the Con-
federates face Union soldiers at Val Verde and Glorieta Pass. 
The former is a Confederate victory, the latter a defeat, some-
times referred to as the “Gettysburg of the West.” 

Tonight we will learn why Sibley proposed the invasion and 
the benefits to be gained by it. We will also learn the particu-
lars of the campaign, who participated, what happened, the 
mistakes that were made, and much more. Come hear more 
about the Civil War in the real west. 
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   The 50th Anniversary meeting of the Roundta-
ble was very successful.  We had 138 members 
and guests there, which might be a record. The 
paintings by Kunstler, Troiani, and Gallon, and 
the drill performed by the 8th Ohio Infantry Divi-
sion lent great color to the event. For the former, 
credit Laurie Allmenger and Nancy Eppelston, 
from BK Photo and Gallery in Troy, Ohio; for 
the latter, credit William Vodrey. The Chinese 
auction added $845 to our Treasury (credit 
mostly Mary Adams Fazio and Linda Lester). 
The period music was delightful (credit Joey 
Sands) and the period food, by common consent, 
was great (credit the Play House Club and par-
ticularly Tom Hlepas). Mel's address on "Lincoln 
at Gettysburg" was, as expected, superb (credit 
his family for tolerating him while he prepared).  
Let this meeting serve as an example of the kind 
of entertainment, camaraderie and intellectual 
stimulation that the Roundtable provides and an 
inducement, therefore, to attend more in the fu-
ture and get involved. I conclude by saying, in an 
appropriately pompous and stentorian tone, that 
if the Cleveland Civil War Roundtable lasts for a 
thousand years, men and women will still say 
"This was its finest hour." 
   Now we move a couple of thousand miles west 
of Gettysburg to Valverde (sometimes spelled 
Val Verde) and Glorieta Pass, New Mexico, two 
key battles in the often neglected and therefore 
poorly understood Trans-Mississippi theater of 
the war. (Speaking of often neglected, how about 
the Pacific Coast theater of the war?  Now there's 
a subject for a future speaker.) Dan Zeiser will 
shed a lot of light at the December meeting not 
only on the two key battles (out of 75 recognized 
by the National Park Service), but also on the 
larger issues of who was trying to do what and 
for what ultimate purpose by fighting so far west.  
We can hardly think of ourselves as knowledge-
able about the war if we are ignorant of these 
campaigns, their larger purposes, and their re-
sults.  Most of us, I suspect, are so afflicted.  We 
are indeed fortunate to have Dan to correct the 
deficiency.     
    John C. Fazio 
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Karen Thyer portrays Mother Bick-

erdyke (1817-1901), Botanical Physi-

cian, “Cyclone in Calico,” and Don Al-

len portrays a U.S. Sanitary Commis-

sion Inspector, singing songs of the Un-

ion and Confederacy 
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The Most Effective General 
© 2006 by Dan Zeiser 

 
 The debate has raged for decades.  Was it George H. Thomas, Ulysses S. 
Grant, Robert E. Lee, William T. Sherman, Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson?  Each of us 
has his or her favorite.  There are good arguments for those men-
tioned above and maybe a few others.  In the end, perhaps there 
is no one right answer to the question who was the best general 
of the war.  But ask who was the most effective general of the 
war and different names arise, names that would never be men-
tioned in response to the earlier question, names, mostly, of po-
litical generals.  Benjamin Butler, Nathaniel Banks, and John 
McClernand, while clearly not the best in terms of military skill, 
were all effective generals.  While the current notion is that all po-
litical generals were incompetent fools, while military generals 
won the war, that is not entirely true.  Political generals acted in 
ways the military generals did not, often attaining goals military 
generals were simply incapable of accomplishing.  When exam-
ined in this manner, the most effective general was none other 
than John A. “Black Jack” Logan.       
 When determining who was the most effective general, one must look beyond 
battles or campaigns won or lost.  Butler, victorious early in the war, eventually proved 
to be incompetent as a commanding general.  Banks was ineffective on the battlefield 
the entire war.  McClernand and Logan never commanded more than a corps.  We 
must, though, look beyond purely military endeavors to answer this question.  After all, 
this was a civil war, the army was woefully unprepared, as was the country and the 
government, northerners were sympathetic to the south, southerners were sympathetic 
to the north.  The nation was rent at the seams and no one knew what would become 
of it.  The nation needed generals and leaders. 
 Prior to the Civil War, the United States had a long tradition of amateur military 
commanders dating back to the colonial militia.  George Washington had very little 
military experience when he was made head of the Continental Army.  Before the War 
of 1812, Andrew Jackson’s experience was limited to Indian wars.  Given this back-
ground, and his need for political support, it is little wonder that Lincoln relied so heav-
ily on political generals.  Some failed, some succeeded. Their successes, though, must 
be measured on a different scale. 
 Benjamin Butler was one of the first political generals.  An early hero of the war 
and a Democrat, he donated his popularity to the Union cause with every newspaper 
account containing his name and every speech proclaiming his political support for the 
administration’s policies.  He organized troops throughout New England and arranged 
a loan to pay to deploy the Massachusetts militia.  In the fall of 1861, he recruited six 
(6) new infantry regiments and an artillery battery, troops that were used in 1862 to 
capture New Orleans and much of Louisiana.  Butler’s early stand against returning 
runaway slaves, which he first labeled “contrabands of war,” removed a source of labor 
from the Confederacy and perhaps moved Lincoln towards the Emancipation Procla-
mation.  When calm was need in the streets of New York following the draft riots, Lin-

John A. Logan 



coln turned to Butler. 
 As a military commander, Nathaniel Banks was a failure.  
However, he was not made a general to produce decisive battle-
field victories. Like Butler, he used his prominence to garner sup-
port for the war effort and Lincoln’s policies.  As a moderate Re-
publican, he rallied support from moderates, ex-Democrats, and 
Know-Nothings.  He stumped for Lincoln’s reelection in 1864.  
Perhaps Banks’s greatest contribution came as commander of 
the Department of the Gulf.  As military commander, he seized 
Baton Rouge, helped Grant clear the Mississippi by besieging 
Port Hudson, and established a Union presence in Texas.  Em-
ploying his political experience as military governor of Louisiana, 
he almost single handedly reconstructed the state.  He estab-
lished a new labor system to replace slavery in cotton production,                 
cut down on illegal trade with the Confederacy, re-created a po-  
litical structure for the city of New Orleans, and began the rewrit-  
ing of Louisiana’s constitution.  Lincoln had sufficient faith in 
Banks’s political skills that the department became the testing 

ground for the administration’s policies on reconstruction.  It is difficult to imagine 
Grant, Sherman, Lee, or even Thomas having the political skills necessary to accom-
plish these tasks. 
 John McClernand was another of Lincoln’s politically appointed generals.  His 
military experience consisted of being a private during the Black Hawk War (Lincoln 
was a captain).  But it was not his military experience that was needed.  A Democrat 
from southern Illinois, Lincoln needed friends in a region of questionable loyalty to the 
Union.  McClernand began his military career by raising a brigade from southern Illi-
nois and rallying support for the Union cause.  He succeeded beyond expectations.  In 
the fall of 1862, McClernand was charged with the task of raising troops from Indiana, 
Illinois, and Iowa for a campaign to open the Mississippi.  In just two (2) months, he 
recruited forty thousand (40,000) new troops, an entire army at the time.  No military 
general could say the same.  These troops were vital in the capture of Vicksburg.  Ad-
ditionally, many of these were Democrats who opposed Lincoln’s election and would 
likely not have enlisted but for McClernand’s influence.  
As a military leader, McClernand was adequate.  How-
ever, he was unable to get along with Grant, his com-
manding officer.  He incurred Grant’s ire by constantly in-
flating his role while criticizing others.  Eventually, he was 
relieved of command. 
 The most effective general of the war was John A. 
“Black Jack” Logan.  A southern Illinois Democrat, like 
McClernand, he was an able political and military general.  
He had almost no military experience.  He served in the 
Mexican War, but saw no combat.  When the Civil War 
broke out, Logan at first did not reveal his allegiance.  Af-
ter serving as an unattached volunteer with the 2

nd
 Michi-

gan at First Bull Run, he made his decision. Resigning 

Benjamin Butler 

Nathaniel P. Banks 



from Congress, Logan returned home, announced his support for the Union, and 
raised the 31

st
 Illinois in the heart of divided southern Illinois.  Lincoln gave him a com-

mission for one reason – he was seen as a political leader who could rally Democrats 
to the cause.  And rally them he did.  With McClernand, Logan stumped all over Illinois 
and the old Northwest.  His speeches were so effective that Lincoln often asked that 
Logan be granted leave to return to Illinois and rally its citizens to the Union cause.  
His efforts, along with those of Banks and others, during the election of 1864 should 
not be underestimated.  Without them, Lincoln’s re-election may not have occurred. 
 In addition to his political efforts, Logan contributed militarily.  He developed into 
one of the finest combat leaders of the war, became an effective field officer, and rose 
to become one of Sherman’s most experienced corps commanders.  He had inherent 
leadership skills and natural bravery.  In some ways, his tactical record was unsur-
passed, even among West Pointers, as he never 
tasted defeat or was tainted with charges of incom-
petence.  In his first action at Belmont, Logan led the 
31

st
 Illinois into the enemy camp and kept it together 

while other units collapsed after the arrival of Con-
federate reinforcements.  He was wounded at Fort 
Donelson while halting a Confederate attack, for 
which he was promoted to brigadier general.  He 
commanded a brigade and then a division under 
Grant during the Vicksburg campaign.  Eventually, 
he commanded a corps under Sherman during the 
Atlanta campaign.  Taking over upon the death of 
James McPherson, Logan shattered Hood’s attack 
and drove the Confederates back with great loss.  
Sherman credited him with winning the day.  Indeed, 
Logan was repeatedly credited by Grant and 
Sherman for his military capabilities. 
 Perhaps one reason Logan performed well as 
a tactical commander was that he had the opportu-
nity to learn.  Unlike Banks and Butler, he was not 
made a commanding general immediately.  Serving  
as regimental, brigade, division, and, finally, corps 
commander, he was given the chance to learn to handle smaller units, see the battle 
from the front, and observe professionals such as Grant and Sherman perform.  As an 
amateur soldier, though, Logan was never given the opportunity to command an army, 
save for that brief period during the battle of Atlanta, when he temporarily took over for 
McPherson before being replaced by Oliver O. Howard.  Whether it were his standing 
as a non-West Pointer, or Grant’s and Sherman’s distaste after dealing with McCler-
nand, Logan ended the war as perhaps Sherman’s best corps commander. 
 Returning to our topic, the same names are tossed about when debating the 
best general of the war.  Those names are typically West Pointers.  History has left us 
with the notion that the professional generals were the only effective military leaders.  
This is not the case.  Clearly, John A. Logan was an effective military leader, amateur 
though he was.  Several other names can be added to the list, such as Jacob Cox, 

John McClernand 



Lew Wallace, Alpheus Williams, while a number of West Pointers 
proved incompetent, namely, Ambrose Burnside and Braxton 
Bragg.  Political generals brought other skills to the table, skills not 
in the repertoire of the professional soldier.  They were extremely 
effective in recruiting troops and rallying support to the cause.  
They saw the war in terms of a political struggle, while military gen-
erals saw it as a military contest only.  There is little doubt that a 
politician was much more adept at han-
dling the reconstruction of Louisiana than 
a West Pointer would have been.  These 
men kept the Union together and raised 
the troops that the military generals led to 
victory.  Since we tend to view the “best” 

general as the one with the greatest influence on the battle-
field, let us bypass that question and ask who was the most 
effective general.  Because of his contributions in the political 
arena as well as the battlefield, that can be none other than 
John A. “Black Jack” Logan. 

Jacob D. Cox 

Lew Wallace 

Dan Zeiser is the editor of the Charger, a frequent con-
tributor, although he would much rather the members 
provide articles of interest to them, a past president of 

the Roundtable, and the dreaded Quizmaster. 

the Civil War on December 13 
 
1862 - Sunrise was at 7:17 a.m.  Longstreet was on the left flank 
with Jackson on the right.  At 10:00 a.m. artillery began to roar 
and the Confederates watched from Marye’s Heights as the Feder-
als aligned their ranks and prepared to charge up the hill.  The as-
sault came at 11:30 a.m.  It was a slaughter that lasted until al-
most 3:30 p.m., when there was a lull.  After assessing the situa-
tion, the Federals made six (6) more charges, all repulsed.  By 6:00 
p.m. the fighting was over.  Nearly 1300 Union troops were dead, 
another 9600 wounded, and 1800 taken prisoner.  The Confeder-
ates lost approximately 600 killed, 4100 wounded, and 650 missing.   
 
1864 - Sherman had arrived at Savannah and was laying siege to 
the city.  After building a 1000 foot bridge over the Ogeechee 
River to replace the one the Confederates had destroyed, he at-
tacked the fort around 5:00 p.m.  It fell quickly.  The link to the sea 
was open and Savannah was doomed. 
 At Nashville, the weather remained icy and everyone waited.  
Grant had ordered Gen. John Logan to Nashville to relieve Gen. 
George Thomas if he did not attack when the weather improved.  
Thomas would soon destroy Hood and the Army of Tennessee . 



 
 

Happy 
Holidays 

To All! 
Here’s to our 
next 50 years! 

ANNOUNCEMENT 
 

At last month’s auction, Marge Wilson donated a 
book, “Behind Bayonets, The Civil War in 

Northern Ohio,” by Van Tessel and Vacha.  She 
inadvertently donated her own copy.  She would 
appreciate it if the winner would return it.  In 
exchange, she will provide a fresh copy, auto-
graphed by John Vacha, one of the authors.  She 
can be reached at mrw8107@adelphia.net or 
216-368-5180 during the day.  Thank you for 

your understanding. 

Next Month 
The Annual Dick Crews Debate 

Be it resolved: That the institution of 
slavery was the cause of the Civil War 


