The Generals of Shiloh: Character in
Leadership - April 1862

When it comes to studying the Civil War, one event that holds significant
importance is the Battle of Shiloh, which took place in April 1862. The battle not
only showcased the brutality of war but also highlighted the crucial role of
leadership in determining the outcome of a conflict. Today, we delve deeper into
the character traits exhibited by the Generals of Shiloh during this decisive

moment in history.

The Prelude: The Battle of Shiloh

The Battle of Shiloh was fought in southwestern Tennessee, close to the
Tennessee River. Confederate General Albert Sidney Johnston devised a plan to
ambush Union forces led by General Ulysses S. Grant and drive them back into
the river. However, the Union forces held their ground, and what unfolded over

the next two days was a bloody and intense struggle.

Let us now examine the leadership qualities demonstrated by some of the key

generals on both sides during this pivotal battle.
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1. General Ulysses S. Grant

General Ulysses S. Grant was the commander of the Union forces during the
Battle of Shiloh. Despite being taken by surprise during the initial Confederate
attack, Grant displayed remarkable resilience and coolness in the face of
adversity. He quickly rallied his troops, reinforcing their positions and leading

counterattacks.

Grant's unwavering presence on the battlefield boosted the morale of his soldiers,
making them believe in the possibility of victory even during the darkest of times.
His calm demeanor and strategic thinking were crucial in turning the tide of the

battle in favor of the Union forces.
2. General Albert Sidney Johnston

General Albert Sidney Johnston was the Confederate commander at Shiloh.
Known for his aggressive nature and audacity, Johnston was keen to deal a
crippling blow to the Union forces, disrupt their advancement, and potentially

reclaim lost territory.

However, during the battle, Johnston faced a tragic fate. He was mortally
wounded on the first day, robbing the Confederates of their key leader. While
Johnston's initial plan showed promise, his untimely demise left his troops without
clear guidance, leading to a loss of momentum and a missed opportunity to

achieve a decisive victory.

3. General William Tecumseh Sherman
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General William Tecumseh Sherman served under Grant during the Battle of
Shiloh. Sherman's ability to adapt to challenging situations was instrumental in

turning the conflict in favor of the Union.

During the first day of the battle, Sherman's divisions were heavily engaged with
Confederate forces. Despite taking substantial casualties, he managed to hold his
ground and prevent a complete collapse of the Union lines. His steady command
and quick decision-making allowed Grant to regroup and reinforce positions

overnight, ensuring a renewed offensive the following day.

4. General P.G.T. Beauregard

General P.G.T. Beauregard was the second-in-command of the Confederate
forces and took charge after the death of General Johnston. While he lacked
Johnston's charisma and strategic brilliance, Beauregard attempted to rally the

troops and carry on the initial plan.

However, Beauregard struggled to maintain the same level of coordination and
control as his predecessor. Consequently, the Confederate forces were unable to
exploit their early gains fully, allowing the Union forces to regain momentum and

eventually emerge as the victors of the Battle of Shiloh.

The Importance of Character in Leadership

The Battle of Shiloh revealed that character plays a pivotal role in leadership,
especially during times of crisis. General Grant's composure, Sherman's
adaptability, and Johnston's aggressive nature all shaped the outcome of the
battle.

Grant's ability to remain calm under pressure and inspire his troops ultimately led

to victory. Sherman's decision-making skills prevented a disastrous collapse,



while Johnston's audacity, despite its tragic consequences, showcased the

importance of calculated risks.

Beauregard's inability to match Johnston's leadership qualities demonstrated the
challenges of stepping into a significant leadership position abruptly. This further

emphasizes the significance of character traits that embody effective leadership.

The Generals of Shiloh deserve recognition not only for their military prowess but
also for the character traits they exhibited during a time of extreme pressure and
adversity. Their leadership qualities, whether effective or lacking, offer valuable

lessons for leaders in any field.

Character, resilience, adaptability, and strategic thinking are all integral
components of successful leadership. The Battle of Shiloh serves as a reminder
of the importance of these traits, shaping the course of battles and ultimately

influencing the outcomes of wars.
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The author of The Generals of Gettysburg examines the characters and actions

of the military leadership at this Tennessee Civil War battle.

“Character is destiny,” wrote the Greek philosopher Heraclitus more than twenty-
five centuries ago. Most writers of military history stress strategy and tactics at
the expense of the character of their subjects. Larry Tagg remedies that oversight
with The Generals of Shiloh, a unique and invaluable study of the high-ranking
combat officers whose conduct in April 1862 helped determine the success or
failure of their respective armies, the fate of the war in the Western Theater, and,

in turn, the fate of the American union.

Tagg presents detailed background information on each of his subjects, coupled
with a thorough account of each man’s actions on the field of Shiloh and, if he
survived that battle, his fate thereafter. Many of the great names are found here in
this early battle, from Ulysses S. Grant, William T. Sherman, and Don Carlos
Buell to Albert S. Johnston, Braxton Bragg, and P. G. T. Beauregard. Many more
men, whose names crossed the stage of furious combat only to disappear in the
smoke on the far side, also populate these pages. Each acted in his own unique
fashion. This marriage of character (“the features and attributes of a man”) with
his war record offers new insights into how and why a particular soldier acted a

certain way, in a certain situation, at a certain time.

Nineteenth century combat was an unforgiving cauldron. In that hot fire some
grew timid and listless, others demonstrated a tendency toward rashness, and
the balance rose to the occasion and did their duty as they understood it. This

book explores all of their individual stories.

“Does a good job of shining a bright light upon the great preponderance of highly

placed citizen-generals in the Shiloh armies.” —Civil War Books and Authors
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