The Cavalry Marches West

Once the Civil War was over, the Indians represanted
a small-scale problem for the governors and military men
of the already great American nation. A wave of pacifism
overtook the country and the President at the time,
Andrew Johnson, decreased the size of the regular army.
However, the Indian problem kept the frontier closed burn-
ing it became necessary to send in reinforcements. The
cavalry was the most efficient weapon against the Indians
and in spite of the fact that mounted units were expensive,
tour new regular cavalry regiments were created to rein-
force the six existing ones. These ten cavalry regiments
were positioned along the Great Plains, patrolling the vast
territery and protecting the white man's inferests.

The Indian Adversary

In TB&S, it is astimated that 270,000 Indians lived in
the territories along the western shores of the Mississippi
River, which extended from the arid lands of Mew

Mexico, Arizona and Texas to the green prairies of

Mentana. The redskins were not a united people, but
rather disparate Indian nations following with different
cultures. Each nation was divided inta tribes and than into
villages, small greups with a nomadic or semi-nomadic
lifestyle; they were independent and tock their own deci-
sions,

The mast important Indian nation was the Dakota gen-
arally known as the Sioux, a name encompassing tribes
such as Brulee, Oglala, Hunkpapa, S3Sans Are,
Minneconju and a few smaller tribes. Cther significant
tribes included the Mez Percé, Crow, Cheyenna,
Comanche, Arapahoe and Apache. Thay did not all live
in peacelul coexistence; some were morlal enemies,
while others upheld traditional alliances. In daily life, at
times villages belonging fo the same tribe would join
forces to form warring parties or to celebrate certain reli-
gious rites. More commonly, however, villages were unre-
lated and wandered independently across the vast terri-
tories. Finding a camp of several thousand Indians

became the mast impertant military geal...

Wagon Irains crossing the praires along the crags of the Oregon Traill, the well-travelled access roule to the fand ‘promised fo the white man'.

The internment policy of placing
Indians on reservations that the
ULS. government aftempled fo
impose was not usually carried out
in & humane or peacaful mannear.
The Indian Wars were directed by

a military leadership that found it
hard to come to terms with the new
ways of war as waged by the
Indians. The phota shows some of
the leaders of these confrontations.
Fram left to right, Generals Phil
Sheridan, George Forsyth, Wesley
Mearrit, Gearge Crook and George
Armstrong Custer.

Patrolling the Frontier

Exercising confrol over such o complex number of
Indian tribes and villages, dispersed throughout such a
giganfic tarritary was practically impossible. When trying
to reach a peace agreement, there was no one leader or
group of leaders able to represent all the tribes and, even
less so, to impose any agreemant an them. Hence, during
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the Indian Wars, graat batles were not a common accur
rence, but rather the wars were characterised b}' hun-
dreds of small, sporadic confrontations. This, then, was
the reason why, once the Civil War was over, it tock 25
years to subjugate the Native Americans.
The cavalry units were divided inlo garrisons, called
frantier pasts or forts, situated strategically along the
frantier. Their mission was to guarantes the passage of
the sefflers and to protect tarmers, miners, and railroad
and telegraph instollations and operators and any
other interests of the white man. The most important
actions usually teck place during search and destroy
campaigns against Indian setflements. It was these
where the cavalry represented the mest significant
weapon in the persecution and eventual annihilation of
the enamy.

All the army units and their respective forts formed
part of a legistic and administrative erganisation con-
tralled from Washington D.C. that divided the country's
territory into regions called Divisions, in turn broken
down into Departments. The Pacitic and Missouri
Departments were primarily in charge of the Indian
Wars.

‘Visit fo Another Tribe'

Painting by Edgar Samuel Paxon

As well as the usual problems and risks involved with
any lang, arduous journey, the selflers were always
aware of the latent danger of the Indians, though not
always in a warlike manner. The army, having to patrol
vast expanses of land with scarce resources, was offen
not on hand fo offer the regquired profection.
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A Day on the Plains

Life ot the fronfier was extremely tedious: The monctonous
noise of pick, shovel and wheelbarrow that extended doy
ofter day throughout the construction or improvements o the
deficient forts and ather frontier posts. Barrack tasks, such as
the tedious gunrds duties, c|a|:|nin|;| the privies ond stobles,
sarving in the hospital or kitchen, caring for the horses or cut-
ting firewoed, did nothing to help roise the troop’s moral.

Occasionally, it wos necessary to abandon the fort and
COrry arms. The most wsual mission was to go in search of
water or other provisions. Others were destined to set out on
routine patrol, escort wogon frains and hunt down hostile
Indian war parties. Even on these last occasions, contoct with
the Redskins was very rare, os the Indians tended o avoid
direct confrontation although carshul precautions had to be
taken to avoid ombushes.

The hu|g,r odventurous |'LFE5I:,I|E was axperienced when on
compaign. Large distances were fravelled across wnkmown
lands ond navar—anding p|::|1n5.. A night, when the weaother
was good, uninterrupted sleep was possible and during
inclement weather, ref'uges. WEre mughl and the famous con-
ical "Sibley’ tents were erecied.

Training
The lock of economic resources, due ta the penny pinching
of the government, meant that the necessary firi ng exercises

and weopons fraiming, tachics and manoeuvres and horse rid-
ing wers inﬂ&aqu«n’fa. The lock of ammunition meant that, for
many troopers, a fight with Indions was their first combat
experience without knowing how to adjust the sights of their
carbine. From 1872 onwards, an official minimum of 40 car-
tridges was ploced ot the disposal of each rooper for firing
practice althcugh, in reclity, the scarcity of ammunition in
many garrisons was such that the allowance could not be ful
filled. Only wnits with renowned lecders, such os Custer’s 7
Regiment and Mackenzie's 4th were able to instruct their sol
diers in the vse of arms, even managing to form a company
of elite marksmean.

The Peor Diet

Food was both bod and scarce and Civil War supplies
continued to be supplied for many years after the cessation
of the conflict. These wsually included salt pork, some beef,
coffee [un-roasied ond un-grownd) ond some biscuits, so-
colled ‘hordiock’, that were hard encugh to break a tooth
and required seftening in liquid. These were used to maoke a
typa of hig|'||}r nutritious broth |::1l,r mixing them with fat and
bocen. Depending on the distance from the fort and level of
corruphion af the guartermasters, other food such as borrels
of pofaloes, ::lpplas. onions, eggs and butter could also reach
the soldiers. However, 5|1::urh::|g-as WEE LISI.ICI"}I' such that tha
troopers were forced fo 5upp|eman’r their diet Ihmugh pur-

A gruesome act could fake place suddenly, with an unexpected affermath. The photo shows the body of Sergeant
Frederick Wyllyams, Company G. 7 Cavalry, exactly as his comrades near Pond Creek Station discovered it, some miles
from Fort Wallace, Kansas. Scalping, or pulling out the hair, the amputation of imbs and culfing, were rifuals cammonly

practiced by the Indians an their victims in the belief thal, ewven in the afteriife, a fallen warrior would be not rataliafe.

The usual punishment for mild breaches of discipline was
confinement, being assigned barrack tasks, among other
punishments. In the photo titted ‘Moral Session Horse'
taken at Fort Brigger, Wyoming, the soldier remained in
this position holding the heavy wooden sabre for a given
time as punishment for having broken some rule.

chasing or stealing foed, culfivating small gardens and hunt-
ing. After 1880, tinned food appeared, which facilitated the
supply of food and led to an improvement in the diet.

Discipline

One of the most frequent problems for the officers was the
enforcement of discipline. I was not unusval fo find indulgent
officers that permitted o relaxation of the rules, but when
soma limits were crossed, punishment could, ot times, be
axcessive. If the offence was not serious, punishment was
administered within the unit. Only the most grove cases were
judged by o convened court martial.

Disease

linesses cavsed more deaths than combat itself. The poor
food, contominated water and, in general, the poor living
condifions, combined with a lack of medical personnel and
the low qualifications of the available medical staff increased
the number of sick vp fo a tenth of each unit. Commen ill
nesses were scurvy, dysentery, cholera aond venereal dis-
eases. The lack of adequate hygiene olso confributed to the
prolongation of these diseases.

The enemy's use of large calibre ammunition produced
serious damoge and the bullet wounds became easily infect-
ed and gangrenous, hence amputation was a common prac-

A long firing journey
awaited the new cavalry
soldier before reaching
his assigned wunit.

He generally bagan the
trip by frain to the station
nearest his unit as far
away as Dakota or
Wyoming. From there ha
confinued by whatewver
means available. This
Jjourney itself was a first
adventure and he arrived
at his post, somewhere on
the Great Plains, fired,
dirty and very

hungry-

fice. Arrows were especially difficult and enly o surgeon
skilled in this fype of wound could guarantee recovery.
Another commen occident was falling from herseback.

The ‘Snowbirds’ (1): Deserters

Desertion was rife, varying between 25% and 40% of the
active troops annually. One of the reasens motivating this dis-
loyel proctice was the fact that the men had other opportuni-
fies to earn money during the winfer months. Somefimes,
deserfion fook p|-:|-:e ot crucial moments, swch as on cam-
paign against the Indians; hence it is understandoble that
many officers, like Custer, decided to order deserfers io be
shot, in order o warn others from doing the same.

(1} Mickname given fo the deserters. it alluded to the migratory
‘snowhirds” that anly stayed in cerfoin places during winter, shal
tering from the harsh weather.
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HORSE FURNITURE

uring the peak of the war against the Indians in 18786,

many of the cavalry ragiments” horses were still equipped
with soddles ond other furniture from the Civil War. This
equipment waos of poor quu|i|':,' given its |'|-::|5t'g,r manufaciure
ond cost cutbocks, essential in arder to quickly praduce thou-
sands of saddles, bridles and other accessories. The badly
cut and died leather gave them an old and tarnished lock.
While some leather items quickly deferiorated under the
harsh climatic conditions of the Great Ploins others, such as
the bridles and sfirrups hod to be mainfained in good work-
ing order.

The U.5. Cavalry regulation saddle was the popular model
created by o captain of the 1° Cavalry, George McClellan,
in 1855 and it was named after him. The design was based
on a Prussion model and remained in use until the First World
War with a few modifications. Its wooden fraome was very
strong and was covered in rawhide. All the soddle pieces
were made of black-dyed leather, althcugh it is possible to
find models in worious hues of brown.

The saddle blanket was placed under the saddle and was
made from indigo blue wool. It was

190 cm long (75"] by 170 cm wide (47}, but wos folded
several times until six |r:|'far5 ware obtained. It was trimmad
with a fringe of 7.62 cm (3", normally orange and in the
centre, appeared the initials ‘U.5.".

The saddle was alse used fo support the rest of the riding
equipment. It wos most important bo avoid overlooding the
horse. However, on many occasions, especially when com-
paigns lasted for months and greater gquantities of rations,
ammunition and foroge had to be carried, os well os extra
blankats and ponchos, this was unavoidable. On reconnais-

sance or patrol missions or when pursuing the enemy, every
unnecessary item was ploced in the baggage troin. The use
of non regulation articles was also guite common. The offi-
cers usuclly caried different elements including girths made
from other materials or a dark blue soddlecloth with a yellow
fringe.

Plates A & B

1) 1874 McClellon model saddle

2) Two black leather saddlebogs hung from sach side of
the saddle for storing ammunition, rafions, efe.

3 Blanket roll

4) Foroge bogs carying horse feed, generally oots.

5] Bag/pouch

&) Mose bog, which was hung from the horse’s heod for
feeding, mode of leather and convas

71 Carbine socket

B) Soddle skirts. They were uncombortable and the rider
often discorded them:

¥ Bridles

10 Stirrups. Generally made from walnut or Americon cak
wood, mode from a single piece for the roops; the offi
cers' stimups were mode of metal. Some troopers and
officers fited o profective cover at the front.

1 1] Cantean

12) Tin mug

13) Lariat and picket pin

Plate C
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Binocwlars / field glasses and
their case.

Horse riding gountlats: They were
generally white [White Barlin] or
buff.

Spurs. They were wsvally of steel
with a simpler design than the
afficers gilt/bross ones shown
hera

1874 Model canvas and bulale
hide bocts, for vse in cold tem-
peratures.

Riding boots, 1872 Model. They
were designed without a disting
tion between left and right feat.
Several models were manufac-
tured with slight variations in
design and quality, depending on
the supplier.

Loriat and picket pin. As frees
wera rare on the proiries, the
only means of picketing a horse
was bo use an iron stoke in the
ground.

7] Conteen. Mode from metal and

covered in convos or woollen
motericl; some models were sten-
cilled with 'U5" on the cover
alang with the owner's nome or

athar identifying mark.
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