
Full Circle: The McLean House’s Role in the American Civil War 

by Cody Pepper 

Honorable Mention, Museum of Southern History 

 

Life, and the variety of events it encompasses, has an odd habit of ending where it 

began. The family of Wilmer McLean is a fine example of this principle. On the McLean 

farm in Manassas, Virginia, a seminal early battle of the Civil War was fought, and four 

years later, Robert E. Lee surrendered the Army of Northern Virginia to the Union 

General, Ulysses S. Grant in the McLean House at Appomattox Court House, Virginia. 

 Perhaps no single dwelling in Northern Virginia holds more historical 

significance than the McLean House, where the Civil War ended. The small yet 

respectable model of this edifice found in the Southern History Museum directs viewers 

to the vast anthropologic value surrounding this piece of land. This essay will discuss the 

enormous historical worth surrounding the McLean House, and even more, discuss the 

distinctive characteristics of the two significant events of the American Civil War that 

occurred on McLean property. 

The First Battle of Bull Run, or Manassas as named by Confederates, was the 

war’s first major land battle and is considered one of the most significant engagements of 

the Civil War. Although its casualty count was not nearly so vast as Antietam or 

Chancellorsville, its significance cannot be overstated. Many Northerners doubted the 

South’s commitment to secession and hoped for a quick end to the war; so President 

Lincoln, yielding to massive political pressure, ordered Brigadier General Irvin 

McDowell to march on the Confederate capitol of Richmond. Directly in the path of their 

march was a respectable farm owned by the McLean family, who due to ensuing events 

would witness firsthand two of the most important events of the Civil War. 



The battle began early in the morning of July 21, 1861, when Northern artillery 

began shelling Confederate lines, with a few shells reaching the McLean homestead 

where Confederate General Beauregard had set up his headquarters. Thus a rousing battle 

between two green, ill-prepared armies ensued. The battle initially appeared to be 

proceeding in a manner favoring the Union; however, the Confederates were bolstered by 

reinforcements under Brigadier General Joseph Johnston, recently arrived from 

Shenandoah. The reinforcements were able to turn the tide of the battle in favor of the 

Confederacy, who soon forced a full retreat of the Union forces. The retreat was highly 

disorganized, and hundreds of Union troops were captured as a result. Also, Washington 

D.C. was left virtually unprotected by the fleeing Union armies, and Confederate 

President Jefferson Davis, recently arrived on the field of victory, urged his commanders 

to press their advantage and march on the capital.
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 However, much to his chagrin, the 

Confederates were as unorganized in victory as their opponents were in defeat and failed 

to take advantage of this opportunity. They settled for setting up camp on and around the 

battle-devastated McLean homestead. 

Although Bull Run was a Confederate victory, it had a curiously salutary effect 

for the Union side; it essentially served as a wakeup call for those who had expected a 

definite victory. The battle forced both sides to recognize the bitter reality of a war which 

would be longer and bloodier than either had envisioned. In the North, the public grasped 

“a more sobering and realistic sense that the war would be long and bloody.”
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leaders, including President Lincoln, began preparations for what they now realized 

would be a war of attrition. In the South, the victory was met with surprisingly little 

celebration because the Southerners realized that greater battles, which would cost them 



The McLean farm was largely untouched by the war following Bull Run, but as 

the war’s end began to come into sight, fate decided to visit the McLeans once more. The 

final year of the Civil War was not kind to the South; its greatest cities were smoldered, 

its economy was driven into the ground by blockades, and its once proud armies were 

beaten to the point of surrender. However, Robert E. Lee and his Army of Northern 

Virginia fought valiantly on despite inevitable defeat. Following the razing of Richmond 

by the Army of the Potomac, Lee and his troops 




