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Abstract

General William T. Sherman’s March to the Sea was a vital and 
decisive military Civil War campaign. It resulted in the desired 
outcome and earned Sherman the label of the father of American 
total war. Shortly after capturing Atlanta in the summer of 1864, 
Sherman and his army marched to Savanah, Georgia. During this 
march, Sherman’s army engaged in total warfare, and the destruc-
tive campaign helped end the Civil War quicker, with fewer casual-
ties than a more protracted war would have yielded. However, due 
to the Lost Cause Mythology, many continue to view him negative-
ly, despite his decisive and effective military tactics. Even so, the 
March to the Sea campaign and the strategies utilized have been 
studied in detail for modern war campaigns. 
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Sherman y la guerra total estadounidense: 
la marcha hacia el mar

Resumen

La marcha al mar del general William T. Sherman fue una campaña 
militar vital y decisiva de la Guerra Civil. Resultó en el resultado 
deseado y le valió a Sherman la etiqueta del padre de la guerra total 
estadounidense. Poco después de capturar Atlanta en el verano de 
1864, Sherman y su ejército marcharon hacia Savannah, Georgia. 
Durante esta marcha, el ejército de Sherman participó en una gue-
rra total, y la campaña destructiva ayudó a terminar la Guerra Ci-
vil más rápido, con menos bajas de las que hubiera producido una 
guerra más prolongada. Sin embargo, debido a la Mitología de la 
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Causa Perdida, muchos continúan viéndolo negativamente, a pesar 
de sus tácticas militares decisivas y efectivas. Aun así, la marcha ha-
cia el mar y las estrategias utilizadas han sido estudiadas en detalle 
para las campañas de guerra modernas. 

Palabras clave: General William Tecumseh Sherman, guerra total, 
Mitología de causa perdida, Marcha hacia al mar, General Ulys-
ses Grant, Corbatas de Sherman, Campaña de Atlanta, Unión, Sir 
Henry Basil Liddel Hart, táctica, logística

谢尔曼将军与美国全面战争：向大海进军战役

摘要

威廉·特库赛·谢尔曼将军领导的向大海进军(March to the 
Sea)战役是美国内战中一场至关重要且具有决定性的军事战
役。该战役产生了预期的结果，并为谢尔曼将军赢得了美国
全面战争之父的称号。在1864年夏天占领亚特兰大后不久，
谢尔曼和他的军队进军佐治亚州萨瓦纳。在这次行军中，谢
尔曼军队进行了全面战争，该破坏性战役帮助更快地结束了
内战，并且造成的伤亡人数少于一场旷日持久的战争（所造
成的伤亡）。不过，由于败局命定论，许多人继续对他持负
面看法，尽管其采取了果断且有效的军事策略。即便如此，
向大海进军战役和所使用的战略被加以详细研究，以用于现
代战争活动。

关键词：威廉·特库赛·谢尔曼将军，全面战争，败局命定
论，向大海进军，尤利西斯·格兰特将军，谢尔曼领带（摧
毁铁轨战术），亚特兰大战役，合众国，巴塞尔·亨利·李
德哈特爵士，战术，后勤

General Sherman’s March to the 
Sea was a decisive military as-
pect of the Civil War that pro-

vided the desired outcome and earned 
him the label as the father of American 
total war. In 1864, upon orders from 
General Grant, Sherman, and his army 
stormed approximately 300 miles from 

Atlanta to Savanah, Georgia. In this 
campaign, General Sherman engaged in 
a destructive tactic known as total war. 
He and his army burned land and struc-
tures, destroyed railroads, supplies, tun-
nels, and bridges, and lived and foraged 
off the land as they marched. While 
destructive, the March to the Sea Cam-
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paign helped end the Civil War quick-
er, with the least amount of lives lost 
on both sides. Since the campaign, the 
portrayal of a brilliant military tacti-
cian or war criminal has been applied 
in describing General Sherman and 
his March to the Sea. Sherman’s tactics 
have been credited as crucial to bring-
ing about the end of the war. Howev-
er, some in the South continue to view 
him as a war criminal. Nevertheless, the 
campaign and the methods employed 
have been studied in detail and have 
provided a blueprint for modern war. 

Ulysses Grant reflected in his 
memoirs, “In time of war the President, 
being by the Constitution Command-
er-in-chief of the Army and Navy, is 
responsible for the selection of com-
manders.”1 In March of 1864, President 
Lincoln changed the course of the Civil 
War when he appointed Grant Gener-
al-In-Chief of all the armies of the Unit-
ed States. A few days later, on March 
18, William Tecumseh Sherman was 
promoted to Commander of the Divi-
sion of Mississippi.2 In April, as part of 
a spring campaign, Grant intended to 
move all parts of the army together and 
“somewhat towards a common cen-
tre.”3 Grant proposed to Sherman, “You 
I propose to move against Johnston’s 
army, to break it up and to get into the 
interior of the enemy’s country as far as 
you can, inflicting all the damage you 
can against their war resources.”4 For 
Sherman, Atlanta was a strategic point 
and he observed it was “full of foun-
deries, arsenals, and machine-shops, 
and I knew that its capture would be 
the death-knell of the Southern Con-
federacy.”5

As Sherman began the general 
movement toward Atlanta, he was care-
ful not to assault positions that were 
well fortified unless there was no other 
option. Notably, in his approach to At-
lanta, he only attempted a frontal attack 
once to avoid a wearisome and danger-
ous march across rain-soaked roads in 
an attempt to pull the opposing army 
from an entrenched position.6 Sherman 
moved his army multiple times to flank 
the enemy and rear-flanked the oppos-
ing forces in Dalton and Resaca. Nu-
merous times the cautious General Jo-
seph E. Johnston was forced repeatedly 
to fall back and lose ground to Sher-
man’s advancing army. Grant said, “The 
campaign to Atlanta was managed with 
the most consummate skill, the ene-
my being flanked out of one position 
after another all the way there.”7 After 
one too many cautious retreats after 
yet again being flanked out of his po-
sition, Johnston was replaced by Gen-
eral John Bell Hood on June 17, 1864. 
When Sherman became aware of this 
change in command, he reached out to 
Hood’s former West Point classmate, 
General John McAllister Schofield, 
and “learned that he was bold even to 
rashness.”8 Sherman relayed this infor-
mation throughout the army, and “ev-
ery division commander was cautioned 
to be always prepared for battle in any 
shape.”9 

The change of commanders indi-
cated a change in policy, although Grant 
believed that Johnston’s Fabian-style 
tactics were the right choice. “Anything 
that could have prolonged the war a 
year beyond the time that it did final-
ly close would probably have exhausted 
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the North to such an extent that they 
might then have abandoned the con-
test and agreed to a separation.”10 After 
the change in command, as expected by 
both Sherman and Grant, Hood went 
on the offensive only two days later, re-
sulting in the bloodiest fighting to date 
in the campaign. Sherman’s army re-
pelled Hood’s attempt, but Hood tried 
again immediately. On July 22, he sent 
a corps on an all-night march to expose 
the south flank of the Army of the Ten-
nessee, led by General James Birdseye 
McPherson. The Union men repulsed 
the surprise attack and “inflicted half 
as many casualties on Hood’s army in 
one afternoon as it had suffered in ten 
weeks under Johnston.”11 Unfortunate-
ly, McPherson was shot and killed when 
he rode into Confederate lines.

Sherman mourned his friend but 
kept to his skillful maneuvering, which 
lured Hood into reckless attacks. Mil-
itary historian Sir Henry Basil Liddel 
Hart said about Sherman, “to force an 
opponent acting on the strategic defen-
sive into such a succession of costly tac-
tical offensives was an example of stra-
tegic artistry rarely seen in history.”12 
Sherman also had a mastery of logistics 
and learned a valuable lesson in his 
advance on Atlanta, as he temporarily 
cut loose from his railway supply line. 
As a result, he could supply and feed 
not only his armies and the animals 
supplying his armies but also hold the 
advantage while doing so.13 He would 
utilize this logistical strategy repeatedly 
to benefit the Union. Despite Sherman’s 
ability to supply his army and repel and 
withstand Hood’s attacks as he closed 
in upon Atlanta, the Southern press 

predicted the defeat of Sherman’s army, 
and the Northern press did not offer 
much more hope.14 

Toward the end of August, Sher-
man surprised Hood with a move that 
appeared to be a retreat from trenches 
but was instead destruction of railroads 
and roads to the South, beyond the op-
posing army defenses. When Hood real-
ized Sherman had not retreated but was 
pursuing a different tactic by destroying 
supply lines, Hood attacked Sherman 
twenty miles south of Atlanta at Jones-
boro. Hood’s army suffered heavy loss-
es, and Sherman counterattacked. Fi-
nally, on September 1st, Hood destroyed 
everything of military value in Atlanta 
and abandoned the city.15 Sherman sent 
a telegraph to Halleck stating “Atlanta 
was ours, and fairly won.”16

The capture of Atlanta by Gener-
al Sherman’s forces on September 2nd, 
1864, had an immense impact. Across 
northern cities, 100-gun salutes echoed, 
and northern newspapers praised Sher-
man and called him “the greatest gener-
al since Napoleon.”17 Sherman’s success 
in Atlanta was also a political necessity, 
enabling Lincoln to secure victory in 
the forthcoming 1864 November pres-
idential election. In a letter of thanks to 
Sherman, Lincoln bestowed his grat-
itude and that of the nation and said, 
“the marches, battles, sieges, and other 
military operations, that have signalized 
the campaign, must render it famous 
in the annals of war, and have entitled 
those who have participated therein to 
the applause and thanks of the nation.”18 
Grant’s letter of thanks included an ac-
tion that would impart a psychological 
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impact upon the combatant army; he 
wrote: “I have ordered a salute to be 
fired with shotted guns from every bat-
tery bearing upon the enemy.”19

In Atlanta, Sherman spent a few 
weeks preparing for his next moves. The 
Union wanted Sherman’s forces to pro-
ceed from Atlanta to Mobile, Alabama, 
yet Sherman rejected this proposal.20 
He believed that the port in Alabama 
was no longer significant. Instead, 
he thought it better to move towards 
Charleston, South Carolina, and Savan-
nah, Georgia. Also, with General Hood 
and the Confederate army spread across 
the South, it would be cumbersome for 
Union forces to hold the railway and 
roads. The Confederate army could sur-
prise attack targets, and the continual 
pursual of Hood’s army would be a cat-
and-mouse game that could last a long 
time. Sherman was weary of this type of 
warfare that cost lives on both sides on 
a continual basis.21 He told Grant that 
over 1,000 men per month could be lost 
if this continued.22 Sherman proposed 
something different, a march to the sea 
to “divide the Confederacy, to come 
upon the rear of Lee.”23 In a telegraph to 
Grant, he wrote, “Until we can repop-
ulate Georgia, it is useless for us to oc-
cupy it; but the utter destruction of its 
roads, houses, and people, will cripple 
their military resources. By attempting 
to hold the roads, we will lose a thou-
sand men each month, and will gain no 
result. I can make this march, and make 
Georgia howl!”24

Grant initially hesitated about 
Sherman’s plan to smash through to the 
sea and go on the offensive versus de-

fensive. Yet this type of campaign’s psy-
chological effect helped convince him.25 
Sherman also convinced Grant that it 
was possible to travel through the ter-
rain in wintertime. President Lincoln 
was skeptical of this plan as he did not 
think it was a good idea for Sherman 
and his forces to press into enemy-held 
regions before the presidential election 
in November. Grant interceded on Sher-
man’s behalf and persuaded Lincoln to 
agree with the proposed plan. Lincoln 
agreed, but only if the plan would be 
implemented after election day. Gen-
eral Sherman spent the next few weeks 
perusing the census records of the area 
in detail. These records helped him to 
determine which route would provide 
enough food and supplies for his army. 

The campaign would become 
the most destructive one waged against 
the civilian population during the Civil 
War. General Sherman did not practice 
cruelty and was not spontaneous in his 
campaign. He was not fond of harming 
citizens and did not want to hurt or kill 
Confederate soldiers, though he did so 
while pursuing his goals. Many of these 
soldiers had been his friends before the 
war.26 The purpose of the Union in the 
campaign was to break the spirit of the 
South’s people and obliterate their abil-
ity to maintain the war. In 1863, Sher-
man stated, 

War is upon us, none can deny 
it. It is not the choice of the 
Government of the United 
States, but of a faction; the Gov-
ernment was forced to accept 
the issue, or to submit to a deg-
radation fatal and disgraceful to 
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all the inhabitants. In accepting 
war, it should be “pure and sim-
ple” as applied to the belliger-
ents. I would keep it so, till all 
traces of the war are effaced; 
till those who appealed to it are 
sick and tired of it, and come to 
the emblem of our nation, and 
sue for peace. I would not coax 
them, or even meet them half-
way, but make them so sick of 
war that generations would pass 
away before they would again 
appeal to it.27 

According to Sherman, the will to re-
sist needed to be devastated, which 
included the devastation of the farms, 
railroads, and factories of the South. As 
he said in correspondence to Gener-
al Henry W. Halleck on December 24, 
1864, “we are not only fighting hostile 
armies, but a hostile people, and must 
make old and young, rich and poor, feel 
the hard hand of war.”28 What he de-
scribed was a total war philosophy. 

On November 15th, 1864, Sher-
man and his soldiers left Atlanta, Geor-
gia, to wage a campaign that lasted 20 
days and spanned over 300 miles.29 Be-
fore they left, Sherman requested the 
safe removal of citizens from the city 
and had the soldiers put to torch nearly 
all General Hood had left standing in 
Atlanta. In a letter to Sherman, General 
Hood protested this approach to war-
fare, writing, “And now, sir, permit me 
to say that the unprecedented measure 
you propose transcends, in studied and 
ingenious cruelty, all acts ever before 
brought to my attention in the dark his-
tory of war.”30 In his response, Sherman 

stated, “Talk thus to the marines, but 
not to me, who have seen these things, 
and who will this day make as much 
sacrifice for the peace and honor of 
the South as the best-born Southerner 
among you!”31

The army was split into two 
wings, and their destination was kept 
shrouded in secrecy.32 They marched 
across Georgia to Savannah with the 
purpose of crippling the Confederacy.33 
The total war strategy that Sherman 
and his army engaged in was brutal 
and devastating not only psychological-
ly to civilians of the South but also in 
material devastation. He did not meet 
the army head-on with his army on a 
battlefield but in an indirect approach. 
As Sherman moved south, General 
Halleck offered advice to burn and salt 
the ground. Sherman’s response showed 
the sheer brutality he and his army were 
utilizing. He responded, “The truth is 
the whole army is burning with an insa-
tiable desire to wreak vengeance upon 
South Carolina. I almost tremble at her 
fate, but feel that she deserves all that 
seems in store for her.”34 South Caro-
lina was the first state to secede from 
the Union on December 20, 1860.35 It 
was also where the war began, with the 
bombardment of Fort Sumter in April 
of 1861. Sherman had stated, “We then 
knew that the war was actually begun, 
and though the South was openly, man-
ifestly the aggressor, yet her friends and 
apologists insisted that she was simply 
acting on a justifiable defensive, and 
that in the forcible seizure of, the public 
forts within her limits the people were 
acting with reasonable prudence and 
foresight.”36
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“Old Tecumseh” Himself. Stereograph shows General William T. Sherman on horse-
back on the Union line near Atlanta in 1864. [Barnard, George N, photographer. 
“Old Tecumseh” Himself. United States, 1864. Hartford, Conn.: The War Photo-
graph & Exhibition Company, No. 21 Linden Place Sept. Photograph. https://www.
loc.gov/item/2003653366/.]

Sherman’s army destroyed ap-
proximately 317 miles of the Central 
Georgia Railroad between Atlanta and 
Savannah.37 As the soldiers ripped up 
the railroad ties, they used the wood-
en ties to make bonfires, around which 
they twisted the metal ties into bow 
shapes that became known as “Sher-

man’s neckties.”38 This destruction en-
sured the railroad ties could not be used 
again. They also destroyed and burned 
the railroad depots, station buildings, 
bridges, and warehouses.39 Communi-
cations were obliterated as the soldiers 
destroyed telegraph equipment. Cotton 
storehouses, gins, flour and salt mills, 
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Maj. Gen. Sherman and staff. This view was taken in the trenches before Atlanta, 
Ga. Stereograph shows Sherman standing with officers next to cannon before siege 
of Atlanta in 1864. [E. & H.T. Anthony , Publisher, Brady’s National Photographic 
Portrait Galleries, photographer. Maj. Gen. Sherman and staff This view was taken 
in the trenches before Atlanta, Ga. United States Atlanta Georgia, None. [New-york: 
published by e. & h.t. anthony & co., american and foreign stereoscopic emporium, 
591 broadway, photographed 1864, printed between 1869 and 1875?] Photograph. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/2015647574/.]

factories, workshops, sawmills, and 
tanneries that could be used for mil-
itary purposes were also torched and 
destroyed. Not only did it cause the 
collapse of the Confederacy’s ability to 
make gunpowder, but it also caused an 
inability to resupply the army.40 Live-
stock was bayoneted, and thousands of 
mules and horses were shot. 

This widespread destruction 
and slaughter continued as Sherman’s 
army marched through the South. It 
caused a psychological effect on the 
people as they witnessed and experi-
enced the devastation. “As far as the eye 
could reach, the lurid flames of burn-
ing buildings lit up the heavens. I could 

stand out on the veranda and for two 
or three miles watch them as they came 
on,” said a Georgia woman.41 Foraging 
also caused a psychological impact on 
the civilian population. The soldiers 
robbed civilians of jewelry, pistols, silk 
dresses, family heirlooms, watches, sil-
ver plates, and anything of value.42 In 
addition, forests and woodlands were 
burned to prevent the timber from be-
ing used for supplies. 

Once Sherman arrived in Savan-
nah, he requested an audit of the de-
struction caused by his army to provide 
to his superiors. This audit showed his 
army had taken 13,294 heads of cattle, 
10.4 million pounds of grain, 10.7 mil-
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General William Tecumseh Sherman, seated at center, with his staff, including Oliver 
Otis Howard, John A. Logan, William B. Hazen, Jefferson C. Davis, Henry Warner 
Slocum, Joseph A. Mower, and Francis P. Blair Jr. [C.M. Bell, photographer. Gener-
al Sherman and staff during Civil War. , ca. 1916. [Between 1873 and] Photograph. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/2016712972/.]

lion pounds of fodder, and 6,781 mules 
and horses, and it inflicted more than 
$100 million in damages to the Geor-
gia economy.43 These actions were only 
one component of his total war strate-
gy. The crushing of morale by inflicting 
fear and dread was another part of the 
strategy. Sherman stated his intent was 
to “whip the rebels, to humble their 
pride, to follow them to their innermost 
recesses, and make them fear and dread 
us.”44 The estimated lives lost, wounded, 
or missing during Sherman’s March to 
the Sea numbered approximately 1,170 
for the Union and 2,300 for the Confed-

erate forces.45 The number of Union sol-
diers killed while foraging in Georgia is 
harder to tabulate, but the number of 
bodies found in an executed manner is 
approximately 64.46 In comparison, at 
Gettysburg, the Union suffered approx-
imately 23,000 casualties, and the Con-
federacy suffered a higher number, with 
approximately 28,000 wounded, killed, 
or missing.47 Compared to many oth-
er battles in the Civil War, there were 
much fewer casualties overall during 
this campaign.

Sherman recognized the impact 
the March to the Sea had upon the peo-
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Shermans March to the Sea by Alexander Hay Ritchie. Engraving after F.O.C. Darley 
[Ritchie, Alexander Hay, Engraver, and Felix Octavius Carr Darley. Sherman’s march 
to the sea / F.O.C. Darley fecit. United States, ca. 1868. Photograph. https://www.loc.
gov/item/2003679761/.]

ple of the South. In his memoirs, he 
reflected, “Were I to express my mea-
sure of the relative importance of the 
march to the sea, and of that from Sa-
vannah northward, I would place the 
former at one, and the latter at ten, or 
the maximum.”48 Joseph Johnston said 
of Sherman’s army, “when I heard that 
Sherman had not only started, but was 
marching through those very swamps 
at the rate of  thirteen miles a day, mak-
ing corduroy road every foot of the way, 
I made up my mind there had  been no 
such army since the days of  Julius Cae-
sar.49 However, Johnston would again 
face Sherman in the Carolinas as the 
war drew to a close. General Robert E. 
Lee convinced Confederate President 

Jefferson Davis to reinstate Johnston as 
commander of the Confederate troops 
in Carolina in February of 1865.

This method of total war helped 
bring about a more expedient close to 
the Civil War. The March to the Sea and 
the scorched earth policy devastated the 
Confederacy physically and psycholog-
ically. Military supplies had been de-
stroyed, and supply lines were devastat-
ed. The crushing of Southern morale and 
willpower to continue the war played a 
decisive role in the Confederate war ef-
fort.50 When he brought his troops deep 
into enemy territory, Sherman demon-
strated that the Confederacy could not 
protect the South’s civilian population. 
The hard hand of war had been brought 



Sherman and American Total War: The March to the Sea Campaign

65

Portrait of Maj. Gen. William T. Sherman, officer of the Federal Army [Brady’S Na-
tional Photographic Portrait Galleries, photographer. Portrait of Maj. Gen. William T. 
Sherman, officer of the Federal Army. United States, None. [Between 1860 and 1865] 
Photograph. https://www.loc.gov/item/2018666487/.]”
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to the homes and neighborhoods of the 
Southerners.51 It was profoundly dam-
aging to the psyche of the people in the 
South. Liddell Hart observed, “No lon-
ger would the people of Georgia or any 
neighboring State credit the confident 
assurances of their leaders and press. To 
loss of faith the sequel is loss of hope, 
and then, in turn, lack of ‘fight.’”52 Gen-
eral Sherman knew Southern resistance 
was fierce and set out to destroy it as he 
knew it would lead to success.53 The war 
ended in May of 1865, five months after 
the March to the Sea.

Different interpretations of the 
war appeared in literature and print af-
ter the war ended, varying from viewing 
Sherman as a war criminal to a brilliant 
military tactician. Both Northerners 
and Southerners endorsed their ver-
sion of the events of the war. Specifical-
ly, after the Confederacy was defeated, 
there was a movement Southerners be-
gan where they prolifically wrote their 
translation of the war. This movement 
and version of events became known 
as the “Lost Cause” history.54 As stat-
ed by Gallagher and Nolan, “the Lost 
Cause was expressly a rationalization, 
a cover-up.”55 The Southern historian 
Edward A. Pollard coined the lost cause 
term in 1867 and was one of the pro-
genitors of this history.56 Other chief 
writers included both Jefferson Davis 
and Jubal Early.57 Their motivation was 
to create a version of the Civil War 
that explained why the Confederacy 
was defeated. A distinctive element of 
this version of history was that it was 
written not by the winners but by the 
losers. In this accounting, they wanted 
to justify their motivations and actions 

for themselves and other Confeder-
ates.58  Their narrative put a positive 
spin on the motives, goals, and the 
defeat of the Confederacy, and their 
works achieved credence, as many in 
the South and the North believed the 
accountings. They vilified the Union 
generals, such as Grant and Sherman.59 
The Confederate generals were given 
higher status and possessed chivalrous 
behavior.60 Other Union generals, such 
as Sherman, were labeled as butchers 
and portrayed as having taken cruel 
liberties with the Southern civilians. 
As such, they were viewed as war 
criminals. The “Lost Cause” history 
was passed on to future generations by 
the actions of white Southern women 
and veterans. They pushed the narra-
tive to help cause remembrance of the 
war and honor those that died for the 
Southern cause.61 

The Northern accountings por-
trayed Sherman differently. In some 
Northern newspapers, he found wide-
spread acclaim.62 In an article published 
in the New York Daily Tribune in 1912, 
Sherman’s March to the Sea received a 
positive, almost glowing portrayal. The 
author explains how Sherman’s move-
ment through the South was humane, 
and he tried to be careful with the prop-
erty.63 Sherman was concerned with 
successfully moving his men through 
swamps and other terrains. Accord-
ing to the author, the movements were 
skillful, and he viewed Sherman as an 
unconquerable general.64 The Confed-
erates were described as fleeing and an 
army that put up little resistance. The 
Northern account varied greatly from 
the Southern accountings of the war 
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events, and both portrayed Sherman’s 
March differently. 

William T. Sherman’s total war 
strategy inspired future generations of 
war. Military historian Sir Basil Hen-
ry Liddell Hart’s research and study 
of Sherman and Sherman’s harsh, 
hard-war tactics helped make William 
Sherman famous as the father of mod-
ern total war. Liddell Hart considered 
William Sherman a military genius 
with a blend of contrasting qualities.65 
Sherman lacked faith in his vision and 
doubted his abilities until they could be 
realized and was both logically ruth-
less and compassionate.66 The military 
brilliance of Sherman was realized in 
how as a general, he was able to take 
advantage of war conditions that were 
being changed by scientific advance-
ments. While the Civil War began with 
antiquated weapons and military con-
cepts, new types of communication and 
movement were accessible. The Civil 
War was the first war with the available 
electric telegraph, steamships, and rail-
roads.67 Advancements in technology 
led to muzzle muskets and breech-load-
ing rifles, which stagnated more tradi-
tional battlefield tactical movements. 

Transportation occurred on a 
large scale on railroads, which became 
unwieldy when amassed and the enemy 
cut off the lines. Once a rail line of sup-
ply was raided, this affected the integrity 
of the army and the civilian population. 
Sherman studied and learned how the 
growth of industrialization and the pop-
ulation in certain areas were dependent 
on weapons, supplies, transportation, 
and communication.68 If certain areas 

were targeted, it created an economic 
and moral vulnerability, and striking 
at these centers harmed the army more 
than striking at their forces.69 This evo-
lution in Sherman’s thinking was made 
clear in his letter-writing of the time. 
This type of thinking pushed him far 
ahead of his time. It would foreshadow 
wars to come.70

Liddell Hart drew a great com-
parison between Grant and Sherman 
as commanders. When Grant was giv-
en command in the West, and Sherman 
achieved command of his army, they 
succeeded with victories that opened 
Georgia to the Union army. Lincoln ap-
pointed Grant as supreme commander 
of the Union, and Grant succeeded as 
chief commander of the West. Sherman 
was provided ample men for offensive 
campaigns, and the capture of Atlanta 
was a victory for not only Sherman but 
Lincoln and the North.71 However, both 
Grant and Sherman differed in their vi-
sions of command. Grant applied prac-
ticality to his tactics; his primary objec-
tive was the enemy’s army.72 Sherman 
started the war well-versed in original 
military tactics but learned from his ex-
perience to apply his original thoughts 
to his tactics. While Grant was focused 
on the enemy’s army and the overall 
battle, Sherman focused his vision on 
more strategic points to gain victory 
without too many battles and fighting. 
The capture of Atlanta gave the Union 
Army control over important railways, 
machine shops, foundries, and arsenals. 
Sherman knew the city’s importance 
to the Confederacy as a psychological 
symbol and meant to exploit it.73
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While armies are tied to supply 
lines as they move, Sherman showed his 
skill in cutting away from supply lines 
to move his army through Georgia. He 
allowed each of his men a few rations 
to carry and reduced all supply trains, 
clerical work in the field, tents, and am-
bulances.74 Doing this significantly al-
tered the maneuverability of Sherman’s 
army. He ensured his army maintained 
a rigorous schedule and gave no excuse 
to delay movements. 

In researching Sherman’s tactics, 
Liddell Hart found that Sherman was 
confident in the psychological impact 
of his actions on the people and army.75 
Sherman knew that wrecking the rail-
way system and moving quickly and 
destructively through the South with 
the minimum amount of supplies and 
foraging what his army needed would 
collapse the Confederacy’s resistance.76 
Within four weeks, Sherman moved 
from Atlanta to the outskirts of Savan-
nah. Liddell Hart quoted the Confeder-
ate commander General E.P. Alexander 
as saying, “[T]he moral effect of this 
march … was greater than would have 
been the most decided victory.”77 Sher-
mans tactics demoralized many in the 
Confederate army and caused soldiers 
to desert the Confederacy and return to 
their homes at a high rate. In waging the 
March to the Sea campaign, Sherman 
proved to be a strategist who not only 
diagnosed causes for previous army pa-
ralysis but found remedies.78 His new 
means of mobilization were strategic 
and converted his army into a mobile 
machine that was highly flexible.

Liddell Hart explained how Sher-
man’s strategy foreshadowed the bomb-

ing campaign the Allies pursued in the 
Second World War.79 People cannot 
surrender or escape from an attacker 
in the sky, which damages the psyche. 
The systematic bombing campaign and 
the land invasion of Germany worked 
towards the destruction of Germany’s 
ability to wage war.80 General Eisen-
hower had an order for the total defeat 
of Germany. The Allied airpower and 
large-scale bombing campaigns were 
critical to success. Not only did the 
bombing harm the economy that was 
used to wage war, but it also brought 
the horrors of war home to the people 
of Germany.81

World War II also saw a Pacific 
campaign by Admiral Nimitz that uti-
lized strategies similar to Sherman’s 
total war philosophy. He used the new 
technology of submarines to assist 
with his campaign and relied upon the 
most innovative information gained 
through technologically advanced in-
telligence from Fleet Radio Unit, Pacific 
(FRUPAC).82 The information provid-
ed indicators of an imminent Japanese 
strike. Using this information, Nimitz 
positioned his fleet to do the maximum 
amount of damage to the Japanese fleet. 
In addition, he utilized deception tech-
niques which also helped lead to suc-
cess.83 Another tactic similar to Sher-
man’s was the physical destruction of 
information-related targets to assist in 
cutting communication, eliminating 
crucial Japanese leadership.84 Nimitz 
also supported the raid by Doolittle 
into enemy territory, which struck at 
the Japanese civilian population on 
a psychological level. The effect was 
shocking; it was the first time the Japa-
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nese homeland and people had been at-
tacked.85 When the two atomic bombs 
were dropped, the final result on the 
people’s psyche was devastating.

Sherman’s total war influence 
is present in modern warfare and the 
United States’ campaigns in the Middle 
East. The United States Strategy of war 
in Iraq includes Liddell Hart’s strategy 
from Sherman, “fighting power is but 
one of the instruments of grand strat-
egy—which should take account of and 
apply the power of financial pressure, 
of diplomatic pressure, of commercial 
pressure, and, not least, of ethical pres-
sure, to weaken the opponents will”.86 
The United States applied air warfare 
and financial and economic pressures 
on Iraq to weaken its morale.87 The bat-
tle was not the primary goal; similarly, 
Sherman’s main goal was not the army 
and battle. It was a means to produce 
decisions without serious fighting, as 
was done with Sherman’s March to 
the Sea. Another strategy influenced 
by Sherman through Liddell Hart’s re-
search and writing is the indirect attack 
used in Iraq by the United States. A 
flanking movement through the desert 
cut off the Iraqi lines of communication 
and created a sense of dislocation that 
caused both physical and psychological 
effects for the Iraqi troops.88 

The continuous and heavy bomb-
ing also contributed to the physical and 
psychological crushing of morale before 
contact with troops on the land. It also 
jeopardized the supply and resupply 
ability of the enemy. Cruise missiles and 
stealth aircraft that could not be seen 
caused a max sense of confusion, cru-

cial to the psychological effect of the to-
tal war strategy.89 The doctrine is known 
as shock and awe, which drew inspira-
tion from Sherman’s tactics. As he was 
the harbinger of psychological tactics 
utilized in modern warfare, he is rightly 
the American father of total war.90 

The March to the Sea that 
spanned over 300 miles and wreaked 
physical and psychological devastation 
to the South was a military success. 
Sherman soldiers lived off the land, 
moved quickly, and burned and de-
stroyed infrastructure and supplies crit-
ical to the enemy. Even though it dev-
astated both the land and the people, 
fewer lives were lost compared to many 
more significant battles. The March to 
the Sea and the methods of total war 
have been studied by historians, and 
the strategies have been used in mod-
ern warfare. While the tactics Sherman 
employed were brutal, it was a critical 
component of the Civil War that helped 
achieve success and bring about the end 
of the war. General Sherman became 
known as the father of American total 
war and inspired future generations 
with his tactics. The North applauded 
Sherman as a hero, and the South de-
monized him as a butcher. 
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