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Native Americans’ Role in the Civil War

By Megan Kate Nelson

It was the first summer
of the Civil War, and
everyone thought it
would be the last. Hun-
dreds of thousands of
Americans converged on
train platforms and
along country roads,
waving handkerchiefs
and shouting goodbyes
as their men went off to
military camps. In those
first warm days of June
1861, there had been
only a few skirmishes in
the steep, stony moun-
tains of western Virgin-
ia, but large armies of
Union and Confederate
soldiers were coalescing
along the Potomac River.
A major battle was com-
ing, and it would be
fought somewhere be-
tween Washington, D.C.,
and Richmond.

In the Union War De-
partment a few steps from
the White House, clerks
wrote out dispatches to
commanders in Califor-
nia, Oregon and the west-
ern territories. The feder-
al government needed
army regulars currently
garrisoned at frontier
forts to fight in the east-
ern theater. These sol-
diers should be sent im-
mediately to the camps
around Washington, D.C.
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In New Mexico Territory,
however, some regulars
would have to remain at
their posts. The political
loyalties of the local pop-
ulation— large numbers
of Hispano laborers,
farmers, ranchers and
merchants; a small num-
ber of Anglo businessmen
and territorial officials;
and thousands of Apaches
and Navajos— were far
from certain. New Mexico
Territory, which in 1861
extended from the Rio
Grande to the California
border, had come into the
Union in 1850 as part of a
congressional compromise
regarding the extension of

slavery into the West.
California was admitted
to the Union as a free
state while New Mexico,
which was south of the
Mason-Dixon Line, re-
mained a territory. Under
a policy of popular sover-
eignty, its residents would
decide for themselves if
slavery would be legal.
Mexico had abolished
black slavery in 1829, but
Hispanos in New Mexico
had long embraced a
forced labor system that
enslaved Apaches and
Navajos. In 1859 the ter-
ritorial legislature, made
up of predominantly
wealthy Hispano mer-

People stand on the sidewalk and in the street at the east side of Plaza in Santa Fe, N.M., 1866.

chants and ranchers with
Native slaves in their
households, passed a
Slave Code to protect all
slave property in the Ter-
ritory.

In order to ensure that
this pro-slavery stance
did not drive New Mexico
into the arms of the Con-
federacy, the commander
of the Department of New
Mexico would have to
keep most of his regulars
in place to defend the
Territory from a seces-
sionist overthrow, as well
as a possible Confederate
invasion of New Mexico.

(Continued on page 2)
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Upcoming Campaigns

SEPTEMBER
Sept 19-20: Civil War Tactical
Event at the Daniel Lady Farm.
*(FVDB Event)
(7 MD COMPANY Event)

Sept 26-28: Shadows of 1864; New
Birth of Freedom Council Scout

Camporee (Individual event).

OCTOBER

October 16-18: 160® Battle of Cedar
Creek, Middletown, VA. Register
www.ccbf.us *(F'VB Event)

(7" MD COMPANY FEvent)

TBA: Bristoe Station Event: De-
tails and exact date to come.

NOVEMBER

November 14-15: FVB Annual Meet-
ing & Remembrance Day Parade *
(FVB Event)

(Parade: 7 MD COMPANY Event)

Native Americans

(Continued from page 1)

Union officials wanted more Anglo-
Americans to settle in New Mexico
Territory at some point in the fu-
ture, in order to colonize its lands
and integrate the Territory more
firmly into the nation. As the Civil
War began, however, they wanted to
control it as a thoroughfare, a way
to access the gold in the mountains
of the West and California’s deep-
water ports. They needed the money
from the mines and from interna-
tional trade to fund their war ef-
fort. The Confederates wanted these
same resources, of course. In the
summer of 1861, Union forces had
to defend New Mexico Territory in
order to protect California, and the
entire West.

Edward R. S. Canby, the
Union Army colonel who

was in control in Santa Fe,
hoped that in addition to

his army regulars, he could
enlist enough Hispano sol-
diers to fight off an invad- o
ing Confederate Army. To
recruit, train, and lead
these soldiers the Union
Army needed charismatic officers,
men who could speak Spanish and
who had experience fighting in the
rolling prairies, parched deserts,

Edward R. S. Canby

in the Civil War

and high mountain passes of
the Southwest. Several such
men volunteered for the Union
Army in the summer of 1861,
including Christopher “Kit”
Carson, the famed frontiers-
man. Carson had been born in
Kentucky but had lived and
traveled throughout New Mex-
ico for more than thirty
years, working as a hunter,
trapper, and occasional U.S.
Army guide. He volunteered for the
army when the Civil War began,
accepting a commission as a lieuten-
ant colonel. In June 1861, Canby
sent him to Fort Union to take com-
mand of the 1st New Mexico Volun-
teers, a regiment of Hispano sol-
diers who had come into
-amp from all over the Terri-
tory. Carson knew that most
of New Mexico's Anglos were
skeptical about these men and
their soldiering abilities. The
frontiersman believed, howev-
er, that the soldiers of the 1st
¢ New Mexico would fight well
once the battles began. His
job was to get them ready.

Some of Carson’s men came with
experience, having served in New
Mexican militias that rode out to
attack Navajos and Apaches in re-

sponse to raids on their towns and
ranches. It was a cycle of violence
with a long history, one that predat-
ed the arrival of Ameri-
:ans in New Mexico.
That summer, however,
as soldiers gathered in
Union military camps,
there had been few raids
into Diné¢ Bikéyah, the
%> Navajo homeland in
/" northwestern New Mex-
~ico. The calm was unu-
sual, but welcome.

Christopher “Kit” Carson

The Navajos were not
the only ones who noticed a shift in
the balance of power in the summer
of 1861. In the southern reaches of
New Mexico Territory, the Chiri-
:ahua Apache chief Mangas Colora-
das watched Americans move
through Apacheria, his people’s ter-
ritory. This was the latest in a series
of Anglo migrations through
Apacheria over the past 30 years.
Mangas decided that these incur-
sions would not stand. In June 1861,
sensing that the U.S. Army was dis-
tracted, he decided that this was the
time to drive all of the Americans
from Apacheria.

Navajos and Chiricahua Apaches
were a serious challenge to the Un-
ion Army’s campaign to gain con-
trol of New Mexico at the beginning
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" lut Dive - Asmaa s sadly afraid \ 2d Day.—AMELIA s quite

that she is going to have. the
Mumps.

Sth Dav.—Awmeria looks in the g]uu‘s

and can not recognize herself, her.

suro that she is going to
have the Mumps,

Gth Dav,—Axrria hopes to good-
ness that dear Frepericx will not sce

4th Dav.—The Doctor says
that Asecia must wrap up and
keep quite free from cold.

3d Day. — Awnrria’s face is
50 dreadfully disfignred that she
ties a handkerchief round it.

7th Dav.— Axzria’s mouth being hermetically
scaled, she is obliged to be fed through a quill.—
N. B. After this the subject becomes too horrible
for representation.

A Memory of the Mumps finds poor Amelia progressing from the first day
onset until the 7th day. After that the subject is too horrible for representa-
tion. From Harper's Weekly, August 11, 1860
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of the American Civil War. If Can-
by could secure the Territory
against the Union’s Confederate and
Native enemies, he would achieve
more than Republicans had thought
possible after ten years of constant,
angry debates about the introduc-
tion of slavery into the West, and
the significance of that region in
the future of the nation. Would the
‘West become a patchwork of planta-
tions, worked by black slaves?
Southern Democrats, led by Missis-
sippi senator (and future Confeder-
ate president) Jefferson Davis, had
argued that the acquisitions from
Mexico, particularly New Mexico
Territory, “can only be developed by
slave labor in some of its forms.”
The amount of food and cotton that
New Mexico plantations would pro-
duce, Davis imagined, would make
that Territory a part of “the great
mission of the United States, to feed
the hungry, to clothe the naked, and
to establish peace and free trade
with all mankind.”

Members of the Republican Party
disagreed. A relatively new political
organization born out of disputes
over slavery in 1854, Republicans
considered slavery to be a “relic of
barbarism~ and argued that it
should not be expanded into the
western territories. "The normal
condition of all the territory of the
United States is that of freedom,”
their 1860 party platform asserted.
Preventing Confederate occupation
of New Mexico Territory and clear-
ing it of Navajos and Apaches were
twin goals of the Union Army’s Civ-
il War campaign in New Mexico,
an operation that sought not only
military victory but also the crea-
tion of an empire of liberty: a na-
tion of free laborers extending from
coast to coast.

As those determined to make that
dream a reality — and those deter-
mined to prevent it from becoming
one — converged in New Mexico
Territory in 1861, a comet appeared
overhead, burning through the de-
sert sky. Astronomers speculated
about its origins. It could be the
Great Comet of 1264, the huge and
brilliant orb that had presaged the
death of the pope. Or it might be the

comet of 1556, whose tail resembled
a wind-whipped torch, and whose
splendor had convinced Charles V
that a dire calamity awaited him.
In either case, the editors of the
Santa Fe Gazette found the appear-
ance of this “new and unexpected
stranger” in the skies to be ominous.

“Inasmuch as bloody [conflicts]
were the order of the day in those
times,” their report read, “it is easy
to see that each comet was the har-
bing‘sr of a fearful and devastating
war.

Excerpted from The Three-Cornered
War: The Union, the Confederacy, and
Native Peoples in the Fight for the
West by Megan Kate Nelson
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