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A large force of Am erican regulars, volunteers, 

and  militia crossed the N iagara  River on O ctober 
13, 1813, and  launched a terrific a ttack  upon the 
British on the heights a t Q ueenston. W ith  the 
T h irteen th  U nited  S tates In fan try  fought C aptain  
S tephen W a tts  K earny. A s his regim ent advanced 
they encountered a w ithering fire from a strongly  
intrenched battery . A lm ost every commissioned 
officer about him w as killed or w ounded within the 
course of a few minutes. U ndaun ted , K earny 
w ent on resolutely, storm ed the battery  a t the head 
of his company, gained the peak of the hill, and  
drove the enemy from the field. It w as one of the 
most brilliant engagem ents of the W a r  of 1812.

Y oung K earny w as a student a t K ing’s College 
w hen the w ar began. D escended from a family of 
unusually able m ilitary men, he w as eager to enlist. 
H is relatives opposed this ambition because of his 
youth and the hardships of the cam paign along the 
C anadian  line, but w ith tha t “fixedness of will, 
which characterized him through life, he m ade up
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his mind to en ter the service, and  exhibited such 
decision, th a t his friends ultim ately co n sen ted /'

K earny  w as com m issioned first lieutenant and 
assigned to the T h irteen th  In fan try  on M arch  12, 
1812, before he w as eighteen years old, and  w as 
raised to a cap taincy  on A pril 1st in the following 
year. Born at N ew ark , N ew  Jersey, on A ugust 30, 
1794, he w as nineteen w hen he conducted himself 
w ith such heroism at Q ueenston  H eights. Immedi
a te ly  a fte r this charge he w as taken prisoner but 
w as soon exchanged. H is offer to head a force of 
m arines in Isaac C h au n cey ’s fleet on Lake Erie 
w as refused but he continued to serve throughout 
the rem ainder of the w ar in a m anner tha t added  
laurels to the distinction of his ancestors of the 
K earny, W a tts , and  D e P eyster families.

•Despite the reduction of the arm y in 1815, 
K earny retained his rank as captain. H aving been 
transferred  to the Second In fan try  on M ay  17, 
1815, he w as quartered  a t Sacketts H arbor but 
later transferred  to P la ttsbu rg  and then to various 
forts w est of the M ississippi. H is activity follow
ing his removal to the W e s te rn  D epartm ent of the 
U nited  S ta tes A rm y w as astonishing, even at a 
time w hen the regulars w ere unusually busy. He 
saw  service at alm ost every post on the frontier.

It is doubtful if any  m ilitary man or civilian saw 
and described as much of w hat now  constitutes the 
S ta te  of Iow a as did S tephen W a tts  K earny be
tw een 1820 and  1835. D uring the course of three
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long expeditions into Iow aland he observed care 
fully the topography  of the country, the kinds of 
p lan t and  animal life, and  the various Indian tribes 
encountered. H is first journey w as from Council 
Bluff, about th irty  miles north  of the mouth of the 
P la tte  River, to Cam p C oldw ater a t the junction 
of the M innesota and  M ississippi rivers and  
thence dow n the M ississippi to St. Louis. In 1824 
he left St. Louis w ith B rigadier G eneral H enry  
A tkinson on an expedition up the M issouri River 
and  did not return  for two years. H is third excur
sion through the Iow a country  w as m ade during 
the summer of 1835. N othing  escaped his w atch 
ful eyes on these trips. H is reputation for insisting 
upon perfection in m ilitary tactics w as reflected in 
the careful daily observations of his journals.

It w as while he w as stationed at Jefferson B ar
racks that K earny acquired the reputation of being 
"one of the most rigid disciplinarians and best tac
ticians" in the army. From  his entry  into the ser
vice he had been regarded  as "one of the coolest 
and calm est" of men whom nothing could discon
cert. "W h ile  stationed a t Jefferson B arracks," 
F ayette  Robinson relates, "K earny  w as drilling a 
brigade on one of the open fields near that post. 
A n adm irable horseman, he sat w ith his face to
w ards the troops," while his perfectly  trained 
horse backed in the same direction the command 
w as m arching. Suddenly  the animal fell, " fasten 
ing the rider to the ground by his whole w eight.

STEPHEN WATTS KEARNY
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H is b rigade  had been drilled  to such a s ta te  of in
sensibility, that no t one of them came to his assist
ance, nor w as it necessary . T h e  line had advanced 
to w ithin about ten feet of him, w hen in a loud dis
tinct voice, calm ly as if he had  been in the saddle 
u n d er no unusual circum stance, G eneral K earny 
gave the com m and, F ourth  com pany, obstacle  —  
m a r c h . T h e  fourth  com pany, w hich w as immedi
ately  in front of him, w as flanked by  its captain  in 
the rear of the o ther half of the grand  division. 
T h e  line passed  on, an d  w hen he w as thus left in 
the rear of his men, he gave the command, Fourth  
com pany into line —  m a r c h /  N ot being seri
ously in jured, he “ex tricated  himself from his 
horse, m ounted again , passed  to the fron t of the 
regim ent, and  executed the next m anoeuvre in the 
series he had m arked out for the d ay  s d r i l l / ’

O n M arch  4, 1833, K earny  w as m ade lieuten
ant-colonel of the F irs t R egim ent of U nited  S tates 
D iagoons, of w hich H en ry  D odge, later G overnor 
of the T errito ry  of W isconsin , w as colonel. A l
though an able soldier, D odge w as not a tactician 
and K earny w as charged  w ith the discipline of the 
legim ent. T h is  w as a difficult task  but K earny 
perform ed it w ith  such m arked success tha t B riga
d ier-G eneral E dm und P . G aines published an 
order in w hich he spoke of the F irs t D ragoons as 

the best trained  troops I ever saw .” It is said that 
more young officers trained  under the eyes of 
Stephen W a tts  K earny  w ere chosen for staff du ty
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than w ere selected from any  corps in the service.
Recognition of this splendid w ork won for 

K earny the rank  of colonel on July 4, 1836. H e 
w as stationed at F o rt Leavenw orth w ith six com
panies of dragoons “w here he m ade his regim ent, 
or that part of it which he com m anded directly, 
second to no troops in the w orld ."

F ear formed no part of the character of Colonel 
K earny. F o r a quarter of a  century  he w as in a l
most daily contact w ith the Indians on the frontier. 
T h e  red men had faith and confidence in his w ord. 
T h ey  honored him as a friend and feared him as 
an enemy. Am ong the O sage, K ansas, and allied 
tribes he w as called Shonga K ahega M ahetonga, 
“horse-chief of the long knives."

K earny’s b ravery  and  daring w ere exhibited on 
num erous occasions. T hus, while traveling up the 
M issouri River he im passively noted in his journal 
on A ugust 4, 1825: “T h e  command w as reviewed 
this morning a t 7 by the Genl. [A tkinson] after 
which a council w as held & a T rea ty  m ade signed 
by the Commissioners, and the Chiefs & Principal 
men of the C row  N ation  —  afterw ards a very 
serious difficulty ensued, by M r. O . F. [Benjamin 
O ’Fallon] striking 3 or 4 of the Chiefs, on the 
head, & one so severely, that the blood ran dow n 
his face, very free —  the A rm y Roll w as beat —  
the Battalions paraded  —  three or four officers of 
us, alone rem ained w ith the Indians, who w ere pre
pared & ready  for fight —  their guns cocked, their
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arro w s ready  for use —  by some trouble and  exer
tion a partial reconciliation w as effected, which 
w as a fte rw ard s  m atured  by G enl. A tkinson, m eet
ing and  talking to some of the Principal men, ou t
side of cam p —  a t one time, it w as considered, that 
the result, Peace or W a r  w as as uncertain, as in 
throw ing up a copper, w hether it comes, head or 
tail —  the N a tio n  m oved about a mile fa rther from 
our cam p —  a C apts. guard  w as m ounted and  our 
chain of sentinels in c re a se d /' T h e  following day  
K earny  very  nonchalan tly  m ounted his horse and  
“w ent upon duty , as officer of the d ay .”

Later, in 1839, F a th e r P ierre-Jean  De Smet re 
lated  the following incident: “ Colonel K earny a r 
rived a t Bellevue w ith 200 dragoons. H eld council 
w ith the Iow as. T ook  four prisoners am ong the 
m ost d istinguished for depredations on their w hite 
neighbors and  m issionaries. P reparations w ere 
m ade to w hip them. T h e  colonel reluctantly  p a r
doned them a t the intercession of their new  agent, 
M r. H am ilton, and  a fte r previously consulting 
w ith experienced gentlem en living in this neigh
borhood. T h e  O toes came to the council in battle 
array , bow s strung  and  arrow s in hand, apparen tly  
ready  for a blow. T h e  m anly conduct of the colo
nel, accom panied by great prudence and a great 
presence of mind, kept them in aw e. I observed 
several chiefs trem ble and  stu tte r as they stood be
fore him. M an y  w ho knew  them well thought that 
g rea t mischief w as brew ing."
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Shortly  a fte r the M exican W a r  broke out, on 
June 30, 1846, K earny w as m ade a b rigad ier-gen 
eral and placed in command of the A rm y of the 
W est. T h ree  hundred  dragoons formed the nu 
cleus of the m otley arm y of 1658 men which left 
F o rt Leavenw orth late in June and filed across the 
plains w ith instructions to capture S an ta  Fe. 
“A m idst the fluttering of banners,” w rote a volun
teer, “ the sounding of bugles, the rattling  of artil
lery, the clattering of sabres, and cooking utensils, 
some of the horses took fright and scam pered, pell- 
mell, w ith rider and arm s, over the w ide prairie. 
R ider, arm s and accoutrem ents, saddles and sad 
dle-bags, tin-cups, and  coffee-pots, w ere some
times left far behind in the chase.” By the time 
N ew  M exico w as reached, however, the raw  re 
cruits had become hardened troopers. K earny en
tered S an ta  F e on A ugust 18, 1846, “w ithout 
firing a shot, and  afte r a fifty d ay s’ m arch of near
ly nine hundred miles.” A s the first gun w as fired 
during the hoisting of the flag, K earny exclaimed, 
“T here, my guns proclaim that the flag of the 
U nited  S tates w aves over this capital.”

Late in 1846, following the conquest of N ew  
M exico, K earny began a m arch of a thousand miles 
from S an ta  F e to San D iego to w rest California 
from the M exicans. G uided by Kit C arson, the 
force of a hundred picked dragoons toiled over 
blazing desert. W h e n  K earny finally reached 
California, his exhausted and  alm ost starved blue-
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coats w ere “well nigh naked  —  some of them bare 
fo o t—  a sorry  looking se t.” In a drizzling rain 
they  fought a pitched battle  a t San Pascual on 
D ecem ber 6, 1846. K earny  received tw o injuries 
and  lost fo rty  of his best officers and  men, but he 
won the fight. A fte r untold  hardsh ips he reached 
San D ieg o  and  joined forces w ith  Com m odore 
R obert F. S tockton in the cap tu re  of Los A ngeles 
on January  10, 1847.

R eturning to W ash in g to n , K earny  w as brevetted 
m ajor-general an d  o rdered  to M exico. T h ere  he 
served as m ilitary and  civil governor of V era  Cruz 
and  M exico C ity. W h ile  on du ty  in M exico he 
contracted  yellow  fever, from the effects of which 
he died a t St. Louis on O ctober 31, 1848. H is 
funeral w as said to have been a ttended  by the 
largest num ber of people tha t had ever assem bled 
for such a purpose in th a t city.

In his varied career as a soldier K earny exhib
ited no tra it more conspicuously than  his habit of 
decision and  firmness. Calm and  dispassionate in 
the form ation of a judgm ent, he received advice 
and  suggestions w ith an open mind but once his 
own decision w as m ade he becam e immovable. A 
strict disciplinarian, K earny “m aintained a degree 
of fellowship, esprit de corps , and  good feeling 
am ong the officers and men of his command which 
has seldom been equalled a t any  post.“ H e will
ingly shared every hardsh ip  of the lowliest private. 
O nce, w hen reduced to a diet of mule meat, he
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gave the last pan of flour in camp to Kit C arson and 
two volunteers w ho volunteered to break through 
the enemy lines and  secure reinforcem ents. It w as 
such unselfish com radeship which m ade it possible 
for him to lead his men on forced m arches against 
insuperable odds. K earny w as greatly  beloved by 
the frontiersm en. “A t all times courageous, bland, 
approachable, and  just, yet stern, fixed, and un 
w avering w hen his decision w as once formed, he 
not only acquired the respect, but com m anded the 
confidence of all w ith whom official business or p ri
vate relations brought him in contact."

W i l l i a m  J .  P e t e r s e n


