
A IUEL RY...__ .... RTI 

The career of amuel Ryan urtis illu trate both the 
versatility and the "Te t,va1·d mo,Tement of the me1·ican 
pioneers. His parents, Za1·ah and Phalley Yale urti , 
",.ere originall)T from onnecticut, the father havi11g been a 
soldier in the R e,rolutio11. 1\.fter the ,var the urlis family 
moved to a f a1·m 11ear hamplair1, e,v Y 01"1{, ancl there, 011 

Februar)T 3, 1 07, amuel Ryan u1·ti ,va bo111. In 1 09 
the family again moved ,veshvard, this time to Licking 

ounty, Ohio.1 

The boyhood of amuel urtis was doubtless spent like 
that of thousands of other bo3rs ,vho g1·ew up on the pioneer 
farms of the 1fiddle West. 1Iention is made in later years 
of t,vo brothers and t\vo siste1·s so there were at least five 
children in the home. With his brothers and sister·s Samuel 
attended the public school, a11cl the home training must have 
stimulated ambitio11 for· the two older boys, Hosmer urtis 
and H enry B. urtis, became prominent la,vyers in Ohio. 
When amuel ,vas twenty he secured a cadetship at West 
J>oint, graduating on July 1, 1831, ,vith the ra1ik of bre,,,et 
second lieutenant. He ,vas assigned to duty ,~/itl1 the 
Se,renth Infantry and sent to Fort Gibsor1. 

1Iilita17 ser vice in peace time, ho,vever, did not pro e 
Ratisf actory and in J u11e, 1832, Lieutenant urtis r esig11ed 

1 Ohio Archaeological and Historical Publ1.cati-01i..<?, Vol. I, pp. 47, 53; 
Stuart's Iowa Colonels an.a Reg11r1ents, p. 35. Both the place and the date of 
the birth of Samuel Ryan Curtis seem to be a matter of disagreement.- See 
also .Annals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. VII, p. 218, Roster and Record of 
Iowa Soldiers, Vol. I, pp. 97, 98; Roberts and Moorehead 's Story of Lee 
Co1.1nty, Jqwa, Vol. I, p. 188. The date given is the one used in L1. Biograpli­
ical Congressional Directory, 1774 to 1903. 
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his commission and returned to Ohio.2 Perhaps his pre­
ference for civil life was augmented by the fact that he had 
married Miss Belinda Buckingham of Mansfield, Ohio, the 
previous autumn. For a time he seems to have been un­
decided between law and engineering. It was an age of 
public works, however, and his West Point training had 
made him proficient in engineering so it is not surprising 
that he soon accepted employment as a civil engineer in the 
construction of the ational Road. 8 In April, 1837, Curtis 
became chief eng·ineer of the :fuskingum River improve­
ment project, remaining in charg·e of this work until 11ay, 
1839. Like most engineering projects at the time, this was 
a l'ather futile attempt to make a comparatively shallo,v 
river navigable by means of dams and locks. It was 
about this time, too, that Curtis became interested in a 
different form of transportation. As early as 1 39 he for­
mulated and circulated a petition asking for a grant of 
public lands to aid in building a railroad to the Pacific 
Ocean. This ,vas presented to Congi'ess by John Q11incy 
Adams.4 

Curtis next turned his attention to the study of law, was 
admitted to the bar in 1841, and opened a law office at 
Wooster, Ohio, where he remained until the beginning of 
the Mexican War. Though he was engaged in civilian 
work during this period he did not entirely neg·lect to util­
ize his military training. In 1833 he raised and commanded 
a volunteer militia company Imo \vn as the '' Iansfield 

2 Powell's List of Officers of the Army of the United States from 1779 to 
1900, p. 268. 

3 Taylor's Gen,. Curtis in The Iowa Historical Record, VoL III, p. 562. 

4 Curtis's The Army of the South-West, and the First Campaign in, Arkansas 
in the Annals of I owa (First Series), Vol. IV, p. 626; Gue's History of I owa, 
Vol. I, p. 248. Samuel Prentis Curtis, the author of the series of articles on 
the Army of the South-West, was a nephew of Samuel Ryan Curtis and 
served as a member of his staff. 
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Blues''. From 1 37 to 1 -!2 he held tl1e 1--a11k of lieutenant 
colonel of a battalion of ,,.olunteers i.r1 the Ohio militia, 
'"ith headquarteI· at Wooster ancl from 1 43 until the out­
break of the 1Iexican War he ,vas colonel of a battalion of 
the tate militia with headquarters at Zanes, .. ille. 5 

\Vhen the 1Iexican W a1-- began in 1 46 olonel u1·tis 
was appointed Adjutant Ge11eral of Ohio, ser,Ting in this 
capacity from :Olay 20th to ,June 24th. llis special duty 
was mu tering the Ohio volunteers into service for the 
Mexican War. He prefer1·ed :field service, ho,vever, to 
office work and on June 23, 1 46, he ,vas made colonel of 
the Third Ohio Volunteer Infantry.6 The regiment saw 
little active service but olonel urtis was made go,Ternor 
of 1Iatamoras and subsequently of amarg·o, 1fo11terey, 
and altillo. urtis ,vas in commru1d at amargo at the 
time the 1Jattle of Buena \ 7"ista ,vas fought and organized 
and commanded a detachment of some 1200 me11 to pursue 
the 1Iexican General r1--ea, ,vho escaped a11d a few days 
later destroyed an merica11 ,vag·on trai11. o desperate did 

urtis consider the situation of the merican army that he 
sent an officer to Washington with a r equisition for 50,000 
volunteers. 7 urtis also scr,red as a member of the staff 
of Gene1·al J. E. Wool. He was honorably discharg·ed from 
se1·vice on June 24, 1847, having served almost exactly one 
year.8 

At the close of tl1e 11exican War Curtis accepted the po-

<> Curtis's The .Army of the South-West, and the First Campaign in A.rkansa.~ 
in the Annals of I owa (First Series), Vol. IV, p. 626. 

o Heitman 's Ilistorical Register and Dictionary of the United States Army, 
Vol. I, p 347. 

7 Curtis's The .t1 rniy of the South-West, and the First Ca,npaign, 1,n .Arkansas 
in the A nn.als of Iowa (First Senes), Vol. IV, p. 627; Smith's The War with 
Mexico, Vol. I, p. 562. 

s Heitman 's Historical Register and Dictionary of the United States .Army, 
Vol. I, p. 347. 
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sition of chief engineer of the proposed impro,rement of 
the Des 11oines Ri,rer and moved his f arnily9 to Keokuk, 
Iowa, which remained his home during· the remainder of 
his life. At this time many of the residents of Io,va cher­
ished the belief that the rivers of Iowa, especiall3r the Des 
11oines Rive1~, could be made navig·able so that steamboats 
could reach the Raccoon Forks. By an act appro,red on 
August 8, 1846, Cong·ress had g·enerously gTanted to the 
then Territory of Iowa for the improvement of the navi­
gation of the Des 1foines River, alternate sections of tl1e 
public lands, not already disposed of, in a strip fi,re miles 
in width on each side of the Des Ioines River. This land 
was to be selected by ag·ents of Io,va and was to be sold 
as the work progressed. 

The General Assembly of Iowa r esponded by adopting an 
act providing for the election of a Board of Public W orks10 

to take charg·e of the selection a11d sale of the lands a11d the 
construction work. One of the duties of this board was 
the selection of a chief engineer, and early in December, 
after much deliberation, Curtis was offered the position, 
on the strength of his W est Point t1--a.ining· in e11gineering, 
his work on the Iuskingu.m River, and his personal char­
acter. The board cong·ratulated itself on having secured 
for this position '' a gentleman of undoubted qualifications 
. . . . who is morally, as ,veil as scientifically, ,vorthy 
of entire con:fide11ce in the line of his p1--of ession. ''11 

Curtis began work at once and made his first report on 
1'1arch 20, 1848. At that time he had sur veyed the Des 

9 The family of Mr. and Mrs. Curtis consisted of two sons - Henry Zarah 
and San1uel Stephen - and two daughters - Sadie and Cora. 

10 United States Statutes at Large, Vol. IX, p. 77; Laws of I owa, 1846-1847, 
Ch. 113. Litigation soon developed over the extent of this grant. It was the 
contention of some that it extended the whole length of the Des Moines River, 
by others that it went no farther than the Raccoon Forks. 

11 Journal of the Senate (Io,va), 1848-1849, p. 343. 
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1foines Ri,·er a f a1· a Ottum,,·a, a clistance of ome nin ty 
miles. Thi report a11d a econcl 011e macle 011 "" o,1ember 
20th outlined the ,,·ork a11d furni hed pecifications for 
contractor . thircl report ,va ubmitted on eptember 
1, 1 49.12 

The project tirrecl tl1e imagu1ation of the engineer. '' To 
him the ,·alley of the Des 1Ioine ,,·as the ,vonder land of 
the continent - he f ollowecl in tl1e foot tep of Baron 
Lahontan. '' He e,,.en t1g·g·e ted the po ibili ty of canal 
connections ,vith the t. Peter's Ri,1er a11d the rivers to the 
1\.,.est. In addition to the ag·ricultu1·al procl11cts, urtis 
called attention to tl1e coal a11cl g)rpsum alo11g tl1e ri·v·er. 
Even the cliffs of colo1·ed sand stone, said urtis in con­
clusion, '' that ha,·e stood for ages as silent and gloomy 
sentinels, guarding the clear bright river that fio,vs at their 
base -will be rent by the blaBt ancl broken b~,r tl1e ,vork­
men; and their fragments will be remol·ed and e1·ected i11to 
mansions''. The plans for the Des nfoines River impro,l'e­
ments included a canal at the lo,ver end of tl1e ri,1 er a11d a 
se1·ies of dams along· the 1~iver as far up as Des 1foines. 13 

The Des 1Ioines Ri,rer imp1·0,Tement, ho,,,.e,1 er, ,vas des- , 
tined to endless difficulties. The floods in the sp1·il1g of 
1849 inundated the country along the Des foi11es, tore out 
the construction ,vork already completed, and enormously 
increased the expense. DisagTeements over the land grant 
developed almost jmme<liately and it ,vas perhaps fortun-
ate for olonel u1--tis that the Board of Public Works at a 
meeting held on December 24, 1849, decided to dispense 
,,rith his services and appoint bis assistant, Gu ,. Wells, as 
chief eng·ineer. Tl1e reason sug·g·estecl in the report for 
tl1is change ,vas economy, for the board explai11ed that ur-

12 Journal of the Senate (Iowa), 1848 1849, pp. 367, 391, 1850 1851, Ap· 
pendix D, p. 86. 

1a Cole's A. History of the P eople of Iowa, pp. 214, 215; Journal of the 
Senate (Iowa), 1850-1851, Appendix D, pp. 114, 115, 116. 
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tis had received $2500 for bis fi1·st year's work and $2000 
fo1-- the second, while Wells ,vas receiving· only $1000. 
The1--e was no criticism of the ,vorlt done by Cu1 .. tis. In­
deed the Board declared: 

As to the manner in which he has discharged the important trust 
under his charge, with the many embarrassments which have at­
tended the prosecution of the work, since he assumed its responsi­
bilities; it is unnecessary to speak further than to say that it has 
been satisfactory to the Board. The substantial and workmanlike 
manner in which the work has been done, as far as it has pro­
gressed, we feel confident will compare favorably with any similar 
work to be found in the United States.14 

F1--om the Des Moines River project Curtis went to St. 
Louis where Mayor Luther 11. Kennett offered him the po­
sition of city eng·ineeer. In 1850 St. Louis had a population 
of less than 80,000 but its eng·inee1--ing· problems were un­
usually difficult and important. The city lacked a satis­
factory sewer system, a lake north of the city and a pond 
south of it had become unsanitary, the levee and wharf 
space were inadequate, but wo1·st of all the Mississippi 
River, cutting away at the Illinois bank opposite St. Louis, 
threatened to dese1--t the city entirely. 

For year s engineers had worked on the baffling problem 
of deepening the channel of the river along the 1Iissouri 
shore. Robert E . Lee had spent several years in surveying 
the river and making plans to direct its course but the 
work was still incomplete when Curtis went to St. Louis 
in the spring of 1850. :Thiost of the enginee1--s agreed that an 
island in the river, then called Bloody I sland, was the key 
to the situation. The main current of the river was cutting 
east of this island, instead of west along· the St. Louis levee. 
Under the direction of Colonel urtis a dam was built east 
from Bloody I sland to the Illinois shore and a dike south-

14 J ournal of t lte Senate (Iowa) , 1850-1851, Appendix D, pp. 49, 55. 
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war·d from the lo,ver end of the isla11d so tl1at tl1c cl1rrent 
of the river ,vent south along the niissour1 s1cle insteacl of 
cutting across to the Illinois sl101·e, and the ~ t. Louis ,vater 
front was saved. 

An adequate se,verage system ,,Ta also installed, the in­
undated areas north and south of the citJT ,,Tere drained, 
and a wide le,Tee ancl new wharves ,vere constructed. These 
"\'ariol1s projects, however, ,vere not completed ,vlren nfayor 
Kennett ,ve11t out of office in the spring· of 1 53, but tl1e 
turn of the political ,vheel ·thre,v urtis out of office.15 

For the next few years l1rtis was chiefly busy ,vith rail­
road worl{. In the fall of 1 53 he sur,"e)'"ed a line across 
Iowa for· a railroad to be called the Philadelphia, Fort 
Wayne and Platte Valley Railroad, also kno,,1n as the '' Air 
Line'' road. It ,vas intended by the promoters that this 
road should be a part of a system, the merican entral 
Railroad, which ,vas to continue to the Pacific oast. Tl1e 
scheme ,vas not successful but the experience ,vas doubtless 
valuable to Curtis in his ,vork later on the C nion Pacific. 
It was Curtis's idea that there should be several roads 
ac1'oss Io,va to ouncil Bluffs whe1--e all sholtld '' unite in 
a g·1·eat trunk line, running west up the broad valley of the 
Platte; and the emigrant route ,vill soon become the great 
Pacific route, and the highway of nations.'' 16 

Thoug·h chiefly interested in r·ailroad ,vork at this time, 
Curtis maintained a law office at Keokuk, having for part­
ners at djfferent times J. W. Rankin and l1arles 11ason. 
That l1e was also inte1--ested in public affairs is indicated 
by his election as mayor of Keol{ul{ in the spring of 1856. 
In his inaugural address Iayor urtis recomme11ded, 
among othe1· thing·s, that the plan of deepeiu11g t11e l\Iissis-

ll> Scharf 's H istory of Saint Louis City and Cou11,ty, Vol. I, p. 683, Vol. II, 
pp. 1019, 1054, 1055, 1059; Taylor's Gen. Curtis in The Iowa Historical 
Record, Vol. III, pp. 563-565. 

10 A.nnals of Iowa (First Series ) , Vol. X, pp. 45, 137, 138. 
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sippi River at that point by blastu1g· be abandonecl and that 
a canal be constructed a1·ound the rapids on the Iowa shore. 
This would also furnish water power .1 7 

This idea was not new to urtis. During the ti.me he 11ad 
been engineer for the Des foines River impro,Teme11t he 
had also been employed by the Navigation and Hydraulic 

ompany of the J\1ississippi Rapids, a local compa11y. On 
November 28, 1849, about the time of his last report on the 
Des 11oines River project, he had submitted a report to the 
clirectors of this company in which he had 1·ecommended t11e 
construction of a lock canal a1·ound the rapids. The work, 
however, was too g·reat fo1· any compa11y depende11t on tl1e 
private capital available at the time, and it ,vas not until 
after the Civil WaJ· that a lock canal was constrt1cted by 
the United States government much like the one recom­
mended by Curtis and even with g·overnment r esources the 
work was 11ot completed until 1877. In 1913 when the g·ates 
of the Keokuk Dam we1·e closed, the ,vater s of the ~Iissis­
sippi River· covered this old canal.18 

When the time came for the 11omination of candiclates for 
the election in the fall of 1856, Curtis was selected to re­
present the newly org·anized Republican party in the con­
test for Representative to Co11g-ress from the First on­
gTessional District of Iowa. Rather to the su1·prise of the 
politicians he was elected and was reelected in 1858 and 
1860. During his third campaign a joint debate ,vas helcl 
at Ottlrmwa between Curtis a11d his Democratic opponent, 
Chester C. Cole. A man who attended this debate described 
Curtis as ''tall, :finely though heavil;r forLUed, with high 
forehead, larg·e hazel eyes, decidedly gra·v·e face adorned 

11 Stuart's Iowa Colonel's and Regiments, p. 36; Clemens 's City of Keokuk 
in 1856, pp. 4, 10. 

1s Report of the Principal Engineer, to the Directors of the Navigation and 
Hydraul1c Co. of the Mi.ssiSsippi Rapids; Wilson's The Des Moines Rapids 
Canal in The Palimpsest, Vol. V, pp. 117-131. 
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-with ide ,,hi kers; in demea11or se1·ious, cleliberate, in 
speech and action undemonstra ti,re. '' 19 

The chief intere t of· urtis in ong1·e s was the promo­
tion of the Paci.fie rail1·oad, thoug·h be '\\Tas an active mem­
ber of the ommittee on iilitary Affairs. On pril 13, 
1 60, just a :;·ear before tl1e surrender of Fort umter, 

amuel R. urti ubmitted tl1e report of the elect om­
mittee on the Pacific Railroacl of \\111.ich he \\Ta cl1airman. 
This report trong·lJ'" urg·ed the political, militar)', ancl com­
mercial advantage of a railroad to the Pacific 10a t and 
recommended tl1e central route. 20 

Attention, ho\\re,rer, ,vas soo11 di, .. erted from the railroad 
question to the possibilit)T of ci,1 il ,·var. .i\. fe,v da)·s after 
the meeting of ongress in December, 1 60, a select com­
mittee of thirty-three ,vas appointed to consider the state 
of the nion, and urtis represented Iowa. This commit­
tee " ras unable to agree on any g·eneral plan of aclju tment. 21 

llrtis was also a member of the ''Peace onvention'' 
held at Washington, D. ., on February 4, 1861. This ,vas a 
meeting of representatives from the various tates at the 
invitation of the General Assembly of Virgil:lia, but the 
announcement was late in reaching Governor Kirl{wood, 
so he asked the Iowa delegation in ongress to attencl as 
the commissioners from Iowa. This convention sat for 
nearly a month, but the only result was a propos;tl for a 
compromise which ,vas acceptable to none of the factio11s. 22 

1s Gue's H istory of I owa, Vol. I, p. 284; Stiles's Recollections and Sketches 
of Notable Lawyers and Publ1c Men of Early Iowa, pp. 130, 131. 

20 Report of Committees, 36th Congress, 1st Session, Vol. III, Document 
No. 428. 

2 1 The Congressional Globe, 36th Congress, 2nd Session, pp. 6, 22; Chad­
wick 'a Causes of the Civil War, p. 178. 

22 The I owa Historical Record, Vol. II, pp. 375, 376; Rhodes 'a H istory of 
the United States, Vol. III, pp. 290, 291, 305, 306. The Iowa delegates were 
James Harlan, James W. Grimes, Samuel R. Curtis, and Wm. Vandever. 
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At the close of the session of Congress on 1farch 4, 1861, 
Curtis returned to Keokuk and there the news of the firing 
CJn Fort S11mte1 .. reached l1im. Starting at once for vVash­
ingion, Curtis found at Philadelphia the Seventh New 
York just about to embark for Washington. He offered 
his assistance and as a volunteer aide of Colonel Lefferts 
accompanied the reg·iment on the voyage to Annapolis and 
the march from there to the capital. 

Upon his arrival at Washington Colonel Curtis called 
upon General Scott and the various army and navy officials 
and discussed with them the n11m be1 .. of troops on their way 
to Washington and the p1·oblem of caring· fo1 .. them. It is 
said that the Assistant Commissary General, when told 
that he would soon have to feed 50,000 volunteers, ex­
claimed in consternation, '' Great God, Curtis! What are 
you going to do with such an army here 1'' 23 

Having 1 .. eceived autho1--ity to assist in raising and or­
ganizing· Iowa volunteers and securing· some old-fashioned 
muskets with which to arm the men, Curtis returned to 
Keolruk and on the first of June, 1861, he was unanimously 
elected colonel of the Second Iowa Inf ant1--y, the :first regi­
ment in the State enlisted for three years. Among· his 
fello,v officers ,vere Lieutenant Colonel J. 1\1. Tuttle, J\lajor 
11arcellus J\f. Crocker, and Adjutant Norton P. Chipman.24 

The 1--eg·iment was in camp at Keokuk and olonel Curtis 
beg·an drill at once, but the work had hardly started when, 
about one o'clock of the morning of the 13th of June, a 
messag·e was r eceived from General a thaniel Lyon order­
ing Colonel Curtis to bring· as larg·e a force as possible to 
Hannibal, 1fissou1·i, and guard the railroad from there to 

2a Curtis's The Army of the South-West, and the First Campaign in, Arkansas 
in the A nnals of Io wa (First Series), Vol. IV, p. 630. 

2 -1 Stuart's Ioiua Colonels and Regiments, p. 37; Curtis's The Army of the 
South-West, and the First Campaign in Arkansas in the Annals of I owa (First 
Series), Vol. IV, p. 631. 
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t. Joseph. BJ" daJ"breal{ the regiment ,vas embarked on 
the steamer, 'Hannibal 'lit)~'', tl1e :fir t Io,\ra 1·egimc11t to 
undertake duty outside the tate. 1\.. 1'"aJ)id march from 
Hannibal to t. J osepl1 saved the railroad bet,\"een these 
two cities from destruction b)T onfederates. Ha, ing· e -
tablished the loyal troops in pos ession of the line olonel 

u1·tis, on June 30, 1 61, said good-bye to his regiment ancl 
started for ,V ashing-ton to attend tl1e special session of 
Congress called for July 4th. 25 The absorbing question be­
fore this session of ongress ,va the org·anization of an 
army and in formulating· plans urtis, becal1se of his West 
Point training and his pr·actical experience, made valuable 
suggestions. 

There came a day, ho,ve, .. e1·, ,vhen the deliberations of 
Congress were interrupted by report that the nion army 
was starting its march southward. A little later came the 
news of a battle at Bull Run and then panic: the United 

tates army had been routed. olonel urtis was one of 
those who tried to halt the panic stricken volunteers, but 
in vain. 26 

It was about this time that urtis, at the suggestion of 
General Winfield cott, received his appointment as briga­
dier general, his commission dating from 1:ay 17, 1861. 
On the 6th of August he resigned his seat in ongress and 
immediately left Washing-ton to report for~ duty to 1fajor 
General John . Fremont at St. Louis. At first General 
Curtis was placed in charge of a camp of instruction at 
Jefferson Barracks but early in September, 1861, he ,vas 
trans£ erred to Camp Benton. 27 

2 ~ Curtis's The Army of the South-West, and the First Campaign in Arkan­
sas in the Annals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. IV, pp. 633, 634; Roster and 
Record of Iowa Soldiers in the War of the Rebellion, Vol. I, pp. 91, 92. 

20 Curtis's The Ar1ny of the South-West, and the First Campaign in, Arkan­
sas in the An11als of Iowa (First Series), Vol. IV, p. 634. 

21 War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. III, pp. 470, 474. 
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At this period Iissouri was torn by factions and ser,rice 
there was extremely difficult, for no one knew how others 
stood. There was much criticism of General Fremont and 
a report submitted to the Secretary of War by Adjutant 
General Lorenzo Thomas on October 21, 1861, made serious 
charges ag·ainst him. General u1--tis was quoted as hav­
ing said '' that while he would go with freedom to Ge11er·al 
Scott and express his opinions, he ,vould not dare to do so 
to General Fremont. He deemed Gene1·al Fremont unequal 
to the command of an army, and said that lie \Vas no more 
bound by law than by the ,vinds.'' 28 

Three days later President Lincoln ,vrote to General 
Curtis, then at St. Louis, enclosing an order and a letter. 
The order directed General Fremont to turn ove1· the com­
mand of the Western Department to Iajor General D. 
Hunter; the letter contained advice and directions from 
the President to the new commander. The letter to Gen­
eral Curtis, howeveI·, left much to bis discretion. I f Gen­
eral Fremont, at the time the order could be delivered to 
him, had '' in personal command, fought and \Von a battle, 
or shall then be actually in a battle, or shall then be in the 
immediate presence of the enemy in expectation of a 
battle'', the order " ras to be held for fUI--ther orders. Ge11-
eral Curtis evidently found none of the conditions men­
tioned by the President for he delivered the order. 29 

On November 6, 1861, General t1rtis was directed to 
take charg·e of affairs in and around St. Louis. Factional 
feeling ,vas still hig·h, centering· around the remo,ral of 
Fremont. On N ov·ember 11th in a report to General 1c­
Clellan, General Curtis wrote: '' Fremont is preparing· a 

28 War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I , Vol. III, pp. 540, 541; 
Rhodes 's History of the United States, Vol. III, pp. 480, 481, 482. 

29 War of the Rebellion,: Official Records, Series I, Vol. III, pp. 553, 554 ; 
Stuart's I owa Colonels and Regiments, pp. 37, 3 . 

• 

• 



34:3 

defe11sc. He oug·ht to be callecl a,\·a)- from l1ere, so he can­
not clo much more harm.'' 30 

General urti · ,, as next g-i.,yen comman<l of tl1e outh­
,, .. estern District of 111 sour1, the as ignme11t l)ei11g· made 
on hristmas Da)r b)-r General H. "\V. Halleck, tl1e 11e,\.'" com­
mander of the Department of tl1e 111 sour 1. 'turt1 at 011ce 
established his headquarters at Rolla, ~I1ssouri, and beg·a11 
a campa1g11 ag·a.i.i1st the onfederate forces iI1 111 ouri 
and Arkansas, commancled b)- General terli11g Price. 1\..t 
first there wa some cl1spute as to the relatil'"e rari.l{ of Ge11-
eral urtis and Ge11e1·al F1·anz igel ,vho comma11decl a 
division at Rolla. ig·el, ,,-ho had bee11 fig·htil1g in this 
sectio11 fo1· some ti.me arid kne,v the com1try, felt tl1at it ,,1as 
unfai1· that he should be made the subordi11ate of General 

urtis, their commissions a " brigadier g·er1eral beari11g· the 
same date. 1r1ce urtis 's 11ame came first on the list and 
he had been ordered to take command of tl1e clistrict Gen­
eral Sigel :finally accepted the subordinate position. 31 

Among tl1e otl1er officers ,vl10 served under General ur­
tis in this campaign ,vere P. J. Osterhaus, a former Ger­
man soldier, A. Asboth, a IIungarian exile ,vho l1ad come to 
.America with Kossuth, Jefferson . Davris of I11diana, and 
Philip H. Sheridan, the chief quartermaster. The campaig11 
dragg·ed through the mud and cold of the ,vinter but early 
in February, 1862, urtis beg·an a f or'ccd march to clear 
south,vestern 1Iissouri of onfederates. Rations for six 
days were provided consisti11g· of '' hard br'eacl, flo11r, 
horn jny, rice, desiccted [sic] potatoes, mixed \"eg·etableb, 
sug·ar, coffee and salt.'' Fresh beef and pork ,ver·e to be 
provided on the ,vay. The men were directecl to jerk beef 

ao War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. III. pp. 560, 569. 

a1 War of the Rebellion: Official R ecords, Vol. VII, p. 594, Vol. VIII, p. 462; 
Curtis's The Army of the Soutl1-West, and the First Carnpa1gn in .Arkansas 
in the .Annals of 101.va (First Series), Vol. IV, pp. 642, 643. 
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at night to eat during the next day's ma1--ch with pinoli­
g'l·ound pa1 .. ched co1·n and sug·ar.32 

On the thirteenth of February, Springneld, 1I1ssouri, 
fell into the hands of Curtis's men, General Ste1·lu1g· Price 
having· abandoned it the night previous. General Curtis 
established his headquarters in the house just vacated by 
General Price. An order left behind read: '' The Comdrs 
of Divns will instanter and without the least delaJ'" see that 
their entire commands are ready for movement at a mo­
ment's notice. '' The pursuit of Price's army ,vas continued 
into Arkansas and on 1farch 1, 1862, General urtis issued 
a proclamation to the people of Arkansas in "\\1hich he 
promised that peaceable citizens ,vould be protected, but 
,va1·ned them against concealing· armed men in their homes. 
Companies enrolled for home defense were orde1·ed to be 
dis banded. 33 In conclusion General Curtis wrote: 

I enjoin on the troops kindness, protection, and support for 
women and children. I shall to the best of my ability maintain 
our country's flag in Arl{a11sas and continue to make relentless war 
on its foes; b11t shall rejoice to see the restoration of peace in all 
the States and Territories of our country; that peace which we 
formerly enjoyed and earnestly desire, and I implore for each and 
all of us that ultimate, eternal peace, '' which the world cannot 
give or take away.'' 

A few days later .. the army of General u1--tis met the 
combined forces of Price, Van Dor11, and 1IcCulloch at 
Pea Ridge, Arkansas, the engagement lasting· tln·ee days -
1Iarch 6, 7, and 8. This p1·oved to be a decided victory for 
the Union forces . As a reward u1·tis and Sigel ,vere both 
advanced to the rank of major g·eneral, their commissions 

s2 Curtis's The Army of the South-West, and the First Campaign in Arkan­
sas in the Annals of I owa (First Series), Vol. IV, pp. 721, 722. 

33 Curlis 's The Army of the South-West, and the First Campaign in Arkan­
sas in the Annals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. IV, pp. 725, 726, 733, 734; 
War of the Rebellion,· Official Records, Series I, Vol. VIII, pp. 577, 578. 
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again bearing the same <la tc - ~fa1·cl1 21, 1 62. urtis ,v·as 
the first majo1· general from Iowa and the onl)T one to com­
mand an i11depenclent arm)T. 34 

The battle of Pea R1clge, like many anothe1· ,r1cto1•3r, ,vas 
the subject of many reports a11d fforts '""ere made to mini­
mize the part of eneral urtis in the battle. Ge11eral 
Philip H. beridan in ,\11·iting many years late1· of this 
attempt to disc1·edit General u1·t1s said : 

After Pea Ridge ,Ya~ ,von, certain efforts ,vere made to deprive 
Curtis of the credit, due him for tl1e ,rictor:·v; but, no matter what 
merit belonged to incli·vitll1al commancler , I ,vas al,, a}7S con,·1nced 
that Curti was de erving of tl1e l11ghest commen<lat1on, not only 
for the skill d1spla} ed on the field, bl1t for a zeal and daring in 
campaign ,vhich was not often exhibited at tl1at earlJ" period of the 
war. Especiall:r l1ould this credit be awarded him, "·hen we con­
sider the dif:fic11lt1es under ,vl1icl1 he labored, how he \"\7as hampered 
in ha,ring to <le1)en<l on a spa1 ely settled co11ntr:r for the subsist­
ence of his troops. In the reports of the battle that came to 
Spring-field, mucl1 glor}1 '"'as claimed for some other general officers, 
but as I had control of the telegraph line from Springfield east, I 
detained all clespatcl1es until General urtis had sent in his official 
report.35 

rot long· after tl1is battle came the disag1:eeme11t of Gen­
eral C11rtis and his chief quartermaster, Philip H. l1eridan. 
The arm}r needed horses a11c1 mules and some of the Union 
soldiers a11d camp f ollo,,rers ,vere accused of stealing ani­
mals from the people of the country a11d offering· tl1em for 
sale. Sl1eridan se1zecl the a11imals as stolen propertJ" a11d 
refused to pay the 1·eputed o,vncrs for tl1em. The men ,vith 
the horses to sell ap1Jealcd to Ge11eral Curtis, a11d 111 tl1e 
altercation ,vhich follo,vecl Sl1e1·icla11 ,,rrote to General Cur­
tis that he \\Tould 11ot participate 111 '' ja3, ha ,vlring·'' and 

34 Byers's Iowa in War Times, pp. 108-121; Heitman 'a Historical Register 
and Dwt1onary of the U n1.tcd States .Army, 1789-1908, pp. 347, 886; Gue 'a 
IIistory of I owa, Vol. IV, p. 66. 

36 Personal Menioirs of P. H. Sheridan, Vol. I, p. 132. 
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General Curtis ordered him under arrest until his trial by 
court martial. Sheridan, ho,vever, seems to ha,re had the 
confidence of General Halleck for upon his o,vn request be 
was relieved from duty with General Curtis and sent north 
to buy horses. Later he joined Halleck 's staff. 36 

The care of the wounded, n1Jm bering about one thousand 
for the Union forces, ,vas unusually difficult foil owing· this 
battle because Curtis's army, strug·gling· through the mt1d 
and the hills and 1--avines, had left behind most of its sup­
plies and there were none to be had in the vicinity. 

Nearly four weeks were spent in the vicinity of Pea 
Ridge and then General Curtis led his army southeast 
across Arkansas. The route lay through the Ozark 1\1:oun­
tains and the men had great difficulty in getting their sup­
ply wagons and artillery across the ra,rines. Afte1-- leaving 
Batesville, Arkansas, the army was marching in the valley 
of the White River. General Curtis intended to capture 
Little Rock, if possible, but the difficulty of g·etting cloth­
ing· for his men and the withdrawal of some of his forces 
to Corinth made this doubtful. On 1Iay 12, 1862, General 
Halleck sent the following order to General Curtis : '' On 
reaching Little Rock you will assume the direction of affairs 
in A1 .. kansas as military governor. All civil autho1--ities who 
are untrustworthy, or who will not take the oath of alle­
giance, will be removed from office and others appointed in 
their place. The telegraph will follow you as soon as 
possible.'' 37 

General Curtis finally abandoned the attempt to capture 
Little Rock, thoug·h he org·anized a 1 .. egunent of ..Arkansas 

36 Personal Memoirs of P. H. Sheridan, Vol. I, pp. 134, 135, 138; Curtis's 
The Army of the South-West, and the First Canipaign in Arkansas in the 
An·nals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. IV, p. 687. 

a1 Curtis's The Army of the South-West, and the First Campaign in Arkan­
sas m the Annals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. VI, pp. 264-270, v.,..ol. VII, p. 
12; War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XIII, p. 378. 
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infant1·y volunteers and perf ormcd a fe,v other duties as 
military governor. It soon became e,Ticlent, ho,ve,,..er, that 
the army needed re inf orceme11ts ancl t1pplie , e pcciall)" 
shoes and clothing. Guerilla hara sed tl1c li11es of com­
m11nica tion and inces ant rains made tl1e roads almo t im­
passable. ''For Gods ake'', hief Quartermast r 1n­
slow, who had taken heridan 's place, wrote to urtis, 
''consider the practicability of getting· tta11is o, .. er the road 
you are g·oing to take ! '' In attempti11g· to co11trol the 
guerilla warfare General t1rtis publi hed an order in 
,vhich he directed that u11organized parties guilty of acts 
of violence ,vould be treated as robbers and outla,vs and 
Union officers ,, ... ere ordered to inflict the cleath penalty sum­
marily on such as ,verc captured. General T. . Hmdman 
of the onfederate army ,vrote to urtis soon after-wards 
that he had heard that Curtis intendecl to put to death a 
n11m ber of pri,,.ate citizens accused of firing on the nion 
forces. He assertecl that it ,vas their duty to fire on the 
in·v·ader s and declared that he "'Tould put to death, without 
mercy, every soldier and citizen of the United tates who 
fell into his hands. In reply urtis explained that the 
prisoners r ef eI·r ed to l1acl been sent to tl1e rear as prisoners 
of war, but he enclosed a copy of his order.88 

Halleck teleg·raphed to urtis that supplies ,vould be 
sent up the White River under convoy of gunboats and the 
'' Army of the outh-W est'' started south along tl1e river 
to meet the supplies. It was now July and the march 
through the canebrakes, swamps, and forests was exhaust­
ing· to the men already tired by a long campaign. When 
General Curtis and his men reached larendon they f Ol111d 

• 

that the boats l1ad been there the day before but had 
dropped do,vn the ri,Ter, it \Y{as 1·umored, to take part in 

ss Curtis's The .Army of the South-West, and the First Campaign in Arkan­
sas in the Annals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. VII, pp. 15, 16, 114, 116. 
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the demonstration before Vicksburg. Curtis decided to 
lead his men to Helena on the 1\fississippi and ther·e he 
arrived on the 14th of July. H ere Gene1'al Curtis occupied 
the residence of General Hindman, the Confederate officer 
who had threatened to hang Union p1"isoners a short time 
before. His army had travTelled about seven hundred and 
fifty miles. 39 

Helena was a 1·endez,.,.ous for escaped slaves, many of 
whom had f ollo,ved Curtis's army from Arkansas. It was 
also a center of the cotton industr y. Both the '' contra­
bands '' and the cotton were sou1'ces of embarrassment to 
Gene1'al urtis. Hawkins Ta)rlor says that urtis put a 
friend in cha1--ge of one of the cotton presses, using the 
slaves to haul the cotton which was purchased from the 
owners. 40 The profits were used to feed the fugitive slaves, 
but the arrangement became the basis for n1Jmerous 
charges ag·ainst General Curtis when efforts ,vere being 
made to have him removed from command in Missouri. 

Busy as he was at this time with his military operations, 
the endless bickering· over cotton, and the charg·es and 
countercharges of treason and disloyalty, General Curtis 
did not lose sig·ht of the Pacific Rail1'oad project. The act 
for the construction of the road was app1--oved by President 
Lincoln on July 1, 1862. Samuel R. Curtis was named as 
one of the corporators and securecl leave of absence f1·om 
Aug11st 29th to September 24th to attend the organization 
convention held at Chicago, where he was chosen to pre­
side.41 

39 Curtis's The Army of the South-West, and the First Campaign in A.rkan­
sas in the A n:nals of I owa (First Series), Vol. VII, pp. 215-220. 

40 Taylor's Gen. Curtis in The Iowa Historical Record, Vol. III, pp. 566, 
567. 

41 Trottman 's History of the Union Pacific, p. 16; United States Statutes at 
Large, Vol. XII, pp. 489, 498; Stuart's I owa Colonels and Regiments, p. 45; 
Appleton's Cyclopedia of American B1ography, Vol. II, p. 37. 
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On the 19th of eptember, 1 62, General t1rtis ,vas put in 
command of the Department of the niis ouri, includi.r1g niis­
souri, rkansas, Kansa , and the borde1·ing Indian Terri­
tory. The assig11ment did not requu~e fig·hting on a large 
cale like that in the East, b11t it ,vas extrem l)T difficult. 

Guerillas infested the countr)T. Politicians, ome loyal 
some disloyal, ha1·assed the military authorities. Jealousy 
pre,Tented the whole-h arted cooperation of subordinates. 

oncessions had to be made to ome promine11t men to re­
tain e\"'"en a semblance of lo}yalty. 42 

The speculato1·s clamored for pri,?ile 0 ·es and General 
urtis was accused of being· in partnership ,vith some of the 

dealers handling cotton, especially at H lena, 1\.rkansas. 
President Lincoln wrote a personal letter to him concern­
ing the charges and urtis, in a lette1· to the Pre ident, ex­
plained that he had attempted to pre,tent spies and seces­
sionists from dealing in cotton by permitting only licensed 
traders to buy and sell cotton. He added: '' I have lived 
too long and filled too many priiyate ancl public places ,vith­
out reproach to be afraid of lies invented by rebel sympa­
thizers and exasperated knaves generally.'' He concluded 
by asking for a copy of the charg·es and asserted his will­
ingness to 1~espond before a board of inquiry.43 othing 
definite seems to have come of these charges. 

filitary operations ,vere on a small scale but :ione the 
less dangerous and arduous. Early in December, 1862, Gen­
eral Curtis sent a detachment of about 7000 men southward 
to Grenada, 1fississippi. General A. P. Hovey, the com­
mander of this expedition, reported that in the ver·y heart 
of 11ississippi '' we ,vere met with boots, shoes, clothing·, 
and goods purchased by open and avowed 1·ebels at Delta 
and Friar's Point. The Yankees are delt1g·ing the count1·y 

42 War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XIII, pp. 653, 654. 

43 War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XIII, pp. 783, 784. 
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,vith contraband goods, and letters intercepted from the 
army show from whence they are r eceiving· their supplies. 
War and commerce with the same people! VVhat a Utopian 
dream!'' 44 

For a time friction seems to have developed between 
General Halleck who was in command of all the Union 
forces and General Curtis. For the most part this was due 
to the imperative demands for troops in opening· tl1e J\Iis­
sissippi River and the equally urgent requireme11t for 
troops to operate in J\fissouri and Arkansas. There were 
also differences of opinion as to military maneuvers. 45 

'' I get orders and requests from everybody in relation to 
a down-river move and try to accommodate all'', Curtis 
wrote to General W. T. Sherman in December, 1862. He 
continued: '' I direct the arrang·ement of troops to sail as 
far as I can. Would like to be along. Have been in the 
advance, and do not think it just right to stand on the bank 
and present arms to a galley movement. But I am 110 

grumbler. I despise fa ult-finding·, bickering, whining af­
fairs, and stand ready to lead or follow or fall back, just as 
the circ11mstances seem to require or commanders arrange. 
I shall co-operate co1 .. dially with any one, you especially, 
having con£dence in your zeal and :fidelity.'' 46 

Political influences also gave General l1rtis a great deal 
of trouble. In J anua1 .. y, 1863, President Lincoln wI·ote to 
General Curtis, beginning as follows : ''I am ha,ring a good 
deal of trouble with J\lissouri matters, ancl I now set down 
to "Write you particula1--ly about it. One class of friends be­
lieve in gi .. eater severity and another in greater lenie11cy 

44 War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XVII, Pt. 1, pp. 
528, 532. 

4G War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XVII, Pt. 2, pp. 
382, 383, 401, 402. 

46 War of the R ebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XVII, Pt. 2, pp. 
433, 434. • 
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in regard to arrest , banishments, and a se men t . s 
usual in uch cases, each questions the otl1er 's moti\"es. '' 

Of Governor H. R. Gamble of fissouri, ,vho eem to 
ha,,.e objected to urtis s se\--erity i.I1 the treatment of clis­
loyalty, especially the lev 5ring of asse men ts, tl1e Presi­
dent added: '' o,v, my belief is that Gover1101~ Gamble is 
an honest and true man, not less so than your elf . . . . 
each lmo,vs something ,vhich the other does not, and that 
acting together you could about double you1· tock of per­
tinent information. l\fa)T I not hope that you ancl lie ,,rill 
attempt this 7 '' 47 

onditions in fissouri, however, gre,v worse instead of 
better. General H. W. Halleck had, for a long time, been 
dissatisfied with the military policy of Ge11eral urtis and 
finally, on fay 22, 1 63, with the consent of Pr·esident Lin­
coln, he 1-.emoved urtis from the command of the Depart­
ment of the fissouri and put General John 1\1. chofield in 
his place. That this was a political move is evident from a 
personal letter from President Li.J1coln to General Schofield 
in which he said: ' Having relieved General urtis and as­
signed you to the command of the Department of the 1fis­
souri, I think it may be of some ad,rantage for me to state to 
you why I did it. I did not relie,re General urtis because 
of any full conviction that he had done wrong· by commis­
sion or omission. I did it because of a conviction in my 
mind that the Unio11 men of 1\Iissouri, constituting, ,vhen 
united, a vast majority of the whole people, have entered 
into a pestilent factional quarrel among themselves, Gen­
eral urtis, perhaps not of choice, being the head of one 
faction, and Governor Gamble that of the other. After 
months of labo1· to 1--econcile the difficulty, it seemed to gTow 
,vorse and ,vorse, u11til I felt it m3r duty to breal{ it up some-

47 War of the Rebellton: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XXII, Pt. 2, pp. 
17, 18, 109, 110. 
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how, and, as I could not remove Go,Te1--nor Gamble, I had to 
remove General Curtis.'' 

S. H. 11. Byers says of this 1·emoval: '' Lincoln had to 
make his peace with the conse1·vative element of niissouri, 
or lose the state's vote in the convention for the preside11cy. 
He lost the vote, notwithstanding· his sacrifice of one of 
his best commanders.'' 48 

This disappointment was soon f ollo,veti by a personal be-
1·eavement. Soon after the removal of General llrtis, his 
son, 11ajor Henry Z. Curtis, who had been assistant ad­
jutant gene1·al on his father's staff ,,rhile he was in com­
mand of the Department of the 11 issouri, asked to be trans­
f er1--ed to the staff of General J. G. Blunt who was stationed 
in Kansas. While on this duty 11ajor Curtis was killed on 
October 6, 1863, by a force of g11erillas under the notorious 
leader, W. C. Quan trill, near Baxter Spring·s, Kansas. 49 

General Samuel R. Curtis remained without a depart­
mental command until the first of January, 1864, when he 
was assigned to the Department of Kansas, consisting of 
the State of Kansas, the Territories of Nebraska and Colo­
rado, and the Indian Territory. 50 His headquarters were 
at Fort Leavenworth and his first duty was the protection 
of the exposed settlements from the Indians. 

The new 1,egime in 1Iissouri, however successful it may 
have been in placating Governor Gamble, soon found it­
self in serious military difficulties. Late in the summ e1-- of 
1864 the Confederate General Sterling Price, with an army 

48 War of the R ebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol XXII, Pt. 2, pp. 
290-293; Byers's Iowa in War Times, p. 430. The Missouri delegation was 
the only one which did not cast its vote for Lincoln in the Republican Nation.al 
Convention in 1864. 

49 War of t}ie Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XXII, Pt. 1, pp. 
692, 696; The Weekly Gate City (Keokuk), October 21, 1863; Connelley 's 
Quantrill and the Border Wars, pp. 425, 426. 

50 War of the Rebellwn: Official Records, Series I , Vol. XXII, Pt. 2, p. 768. 
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of some 15,000 men51 entered nfissouri, threatened the capi­
tal, and swept across the tate into I{ansas, intending, if 
possible, to capture Fo1·t Leavenworth and the supplies 
collected there. 

urtis took e11ergeiic measures to protect his department. 
~Iost of the troops under his command w re f a1 .. to the west 
on an expedition against the Indians and he had only about 
3000 available troops, but the entire militia force of Kansas 
was called out ancl ma1·tial la,v was proclaimed. Arms fo1· 
the militia were lacking and urti \\Tote the "\Va1 .. Depa1i;­
ment asking ,vhethe1 .. he ·should issue them 011 Go,ternor 

arney 's requisition. ecretary ta11ton r·eplied rather 
sharply that the Department bad already told him to t1se 
his judgment and that there ,vas no restriction as to 
1·egulars, , .. olunteers, or mjlitia. '' You are , .. ery much mis­
taken if you think I had general authority to issue arms to 
militia'', wrote urtis in reply, ''and at some favorable 
time I may show that your former orders ,vere very 1 .. e_ 
stricti, ... e and your dispatch of the 12th ioo rep1 .. oacl1ful. 
I am collecting, org·anizing, and aiming· forces to confront 
rebels that are moving ag·ainst me, and my embarrassments, 
duties, and exertions are sufficient for the occasion.'' To 
add to his difficulties the general election in Kansas was 
approaching and enemies of General urtis accused l1im 
of calling out the militia in order to keep the men from 
voting.52 

In spite of these difficulties, the defense organized by 
General Curtis ,vas successful. In a series of battles and 
skirmishes Gene1·al Price was defeated and driven bacl{, 

01 The number of troops in Price's army seems to ha.ve varied. In an order 
dated October 25, 1864, Curtis says that Price had between twenty and thirty 
thousand men.-.&nnals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. IX, p. 498, Vol. X, p. 
211. 

t>2 War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XLI, Pt. 3, pp. 761, 
768, 821, 860, 867. 
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losing, it was estimated, over 10,000 men and much of his 
equipment. One of the battles, f oug·ht at Westport, now 
a part of Kansas City, 1fissouri, on Octobe1"" 21-23, 1864:, has 
been called the ''Gettysburg of the West'', and an act of 
Congress approved on J anual""Y 30, 1925, instrl1cted the 
Sec1""etary of War to investigate the feasibility of establish­
ing· a national military park to commemorate tl1e 'lictory. 53 

Following one of the ski1mishes General Curtis wrote to 
his wife: ''It is ce1--tain that among the r ebels killed },.ester­
day [October 21, 1864] the notorious Todd, one of the mur­
derer s of our son, was among· many who were killed. Thei1" 
loss was much heavier than mine. They are retreath1g 
southward, but :fighting us hard.'' With General Curtis on 
this campaign was another son, Major Samuel S. urtis, 
of the Second Colorado, who was aide de camp on his 
father's staff. 54 

The pursuit of the retreating Confederates into Arkan­
sas was hampered by lack of supplies and by uncertainty as 
to authority. The Kansas militia objected to going be­
yond the limits of their State. The expedition took Curtis 
outside of his department and there were consta11t disp11tes 
as to orders. The necessity of forcing· Price to cross the 
Arkansas River was so great, however, that Curtis per­
sisted in spite of the fatigue of his troops, lack of supplies, 
and division of authority. 55 

Having· pursued the Confederate invaders across the old 
Pea Ridg·e battle gi'ound, to a point on the Arkansas River 
thirty miles above Fort Smith, the Army of the Border un­
der the command of General Curtis fired a final volley at 

5s United States Statutes at Large, Vol. XLIII, Pt. 1, p. 801; The Nationa.l 
Tribune (W ashlngton, D. C.), October 1, 1925. 

CS4 Stua.rt's Iowa Colonels and Regiments, p. 48; War of the Rebellion: 
Official Records, Series I, Vol. XLI, Pt. 4, p. 190; Annals of Iowa (First 
Series), Vol. VIIi, pp. 51, 52, 58, 60. 

scs.&nnals of I ou:a (First Series), Vol. IX, pp. 625,626, 631. 
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Price's men as they crossecl the ri,1er on o,1ember , 1 64-, 
and then retu1·ned to Fort Leaven,vorth. General u1'ti 
was ,,elcometl back b~y· a g~'and reception, the legi la ture of 
Kansas adopted a re olutio11 tl1ar1lring him for the defense 
of the tate and recommending· his promotion.56 

The co1·respondence amor1g tl1e leader i11 tl1i cam1)aign 
reveals a great deal of per onal and political jealousy. 

urtis attributed much of this to the fact that local troops 
,,·ere usually 1'etair1ed in the border tates and 1'ecom­
mended, for example tl1at some of the I{ar1 as reg·iments 
be sent to the front and regiments from other tates, ,vith­
out interest in local politics, be sent to bim,67 

General urtis, in spite of his successful defense of Kan­
sas against a force much large1· than his own, ,vas remo·vecl 
from command by an order dated January 30, 1865, and as­
signed to the Department of the r orth,vest, including· Wis­
consin, 11innesota, Io,va, and the Territo1·ies beyond, and 
ass1Jmed command at ~filwaukee, Wisconsin, on February 
13, 1 65. 58 This a sig11ment, of course, ,vithdre,v General 

urtis from acti, .. e participation in the final battles of the 
,,,ar. Aside from some correspondence, protecting· the 
northwestern frontier ,vas about the only duty of the com­
mander of tl1e Department of the orthwest. 

One of the biographical sketches of General Curtis pre­
sents the following picture of him as he was at the close of 
his active military service: 

Of the Iowa major-generals, General urtis is the largest in 
person. He has a tall, fine form, and, though nearly sixty years of 

66 Stuart's Iowa Colonels and Regiments, pp. 47, 48; War of the Rebellion: 
Officwl Records, Series I, Vol. XLI, Pt. 4, p. 649; Annals of Iowa (First 
Series), Vol. X, pp. 210, 211. 

f>1 War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XLI, Pt. 4, pp. 
970, 971. 

Gs War of the Rebellion: Official Records, Series I, Vol. XL VID, Pt. 1, pp. 
686, 845. 



356 IOWA JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS 

age, is erect and vigorous. His large, hazel eyes give his counte­
nance an expression of gravity and thoughtfulness which comports 
well with the dignity of his movements and manners. But, if he 
is sedate, and if he never laughs boisterously, he is nevertheless 
easily approached and sociable; he is kind and generous-hearted, 
and would not knowingly injure the feelings of the most humble 
or unfortunate. 

He has one trait which is not in keeping ,vith his general char­
acter. He is nice and precise in dress, and in this respect has been 
noted for the scrupulousness with which he has complied with the 
Army R~o-ulations. He never, when on duty, omits a regulation 
trapping. In many respects he is not unlike General Grant; but 
not in this. 59 

The Department of the Northwest was dis olved on July 
26, 1865, and in the fall of that year General Curtis served 
as one of six commissioners appointed by the President to 
t1--eat with Indian tribes on the U ppe1-- 1Iissouri. Upon the 
requisition of General Curtis the steamer Calypso was fur ­
nished for the transportation of these commissioners and 
left St. Louis on September 6, 1865. A 1--eport was sub­
mitted by the commissioners on October 28, 1865, in which 
the complaints of the Indians were explained and the desti­
tute condition of some, especially the Sioux who had been 
moved from their homes after the massacre in 1862, ,vas 
described. Treaties were made with various bands of the 
Sioux Indians, but the work was not completed that fall 
because of the lateness of the season. 60 

The following spring the commission was divided, Gen­
eral Curtis and three others going up the 1fissouri along the 
1·oute of the previous journey.61 At Fort Berthold they ne­
g·otiated treaties with the Arickarees, the Gros Ventres, 

59 Stuart's Iowa Colonels and Regiments, pp. 49., 50. 

oo Eeport of the Commissioner of I ndian A.ff airs, 1865, pp. 537-542; Kap­
pler 's Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, Vol. II, pp. 883, 885, 896, 898, 899, 
901, 903, 905, 906. 

61 Report of the Commissioner of I ndian, Affairs, 1866, pp. 13, 14. 
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and the 1Iandans, and at Fort Cnion they met the 1\.ssina­
boines and the rows. 

Du1·ing the ,,,.inter of 1 65-1 66 tl1ere \\"a mt1ch interest 
in Io,va concerning tl1e selection of a ni tcd ta tes e11a tor 
and urtis was 011e of the cru.1didates sugg·csted to the leg·is­
lature, but it ,vas evident from the :first tl1at either James 
Harlan or . J. Kirh"'oocl ,,roulcl be chosen. 62 

General urtis l1ad 1·ecei,Ted llis clisrharg·e from the army 
c>n April 30, 1 66, 63 ,,·hile still engag·ed il1 the Indian treaty 
negotiation . His ,,,.a1· -: er,:ice was at a11 end bt1t tl1ere re­
mained the Union Paci.fie Railroacl of ,\,.hicl1 he l1a<l bee11 an 
early and enthusiastic promoter. On ro,,.ember 22, 1 65, 
while General 11rti ",.as absent on the 1IissouI·i, P1·esident 
Johnson had appointed him one of the three commissio11ers 
to examine a twenty mile section of tl1e road ,vl11ch had .. 
just been completed. 64 

Inspect1011 ,,,.orl{ along the line of the U11ion Pacific Rail­
road took up much of General urtis 's time during the fol­
lo,ving· )'"ea1·. On December 26, 1 66, he had just :finished 
the inspection of an additional thirt)"-:five miles of track 
te1~minating some three hund1--ed miles ,vest of Omal1a. He 
signed the report at Omaha, ,vallte<l over the 1Iissouri Ri,Ter 
on the ice in a bitir1g· cold wind, stepped into a carriag·e on 
the Io,,,.a side, and died almost imme<liatel),.. His body ,,1as 
tal{en to Keokuk for burial, escorted by J. H. im:pso11 and 
William White, his fello,v commissione1~s, ancl a n11m ber of 
railroad officials. 65 

Samuel Ryan Curtis was one of those men who achieve 

oz Cole's A History of the People of Io1.va, p. 383; Brigham's James Harlan, 
p. 217. 

6a Heitman 's Histor1cal Register and Dicti-onary of the United States Army, 
Vol. I, p. 47. 

e1 Report of the Secretary of the Interior, 1865-1866, p. 978. 

o:; Annals of I owa (First Series), Vol. V, p. 814; The Weekly Gate City 
(Keokuk), January 2, 9, 1867. 

• 
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distinction without becoming famous. He was remarkable 
for the variety of his interests, being by turns soldier, en­
gineer, politician. In all of these :fields he was recognized 
as a man of ability. It is of inte1--est, too, that in a period 
when corruption or the charg·es of corruption were com­
mon, a survey of the activities of General Curtis leaves one 
with confidence in his honesty. An equestrian statue in 
his home city of Keokuk seems to have been bis sole re­
ward aside from a modest living for himself and family. 

RUTH A. GATJ,A 1:IER 

THE STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF IOWA 

Iow A CITY low A 
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