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PREFACE
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When, yielding to the solicitations of my friends, I finally
decided to write these Memoirs, the greatest difficulty which
confronted me was that of recounting my share in the many
notable events of the last three decades, in which I played a
part, without entering too fully into the history of these
years, and at the same time without giving to my own acts
an unmerited prominence. To what extent I have overcome
this difficulty I must leave the reader to judge.

In offering this record, penned by my own hand, of the
events of my life, and of my participation in our great
struggle for national existence, human liberty, and political
equality, I make no pretension to literary merit; the
importance of the subject-matter of my narrative is my only
claim on the reader's attention.

Respectfully dedicating this work to my comrades in
arms during the War of the Rebellion, I leave it as a heritage
to my children, and as a source of information for the future
historian.

P. H. SHERIDAN.

Nonguitt, Mass., August 2, 1888
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ANCESTRY—BIRTH—EARLY EDUCATION—A CLERK IN A GROCERY STORE
—APPOINTMENT—MONROE SHOES—JOURNEY TO WEST POINT—HAZING
—A FISTICUFF BATTLE—SUSPENDED—RETURNS TO CLERKSHIP—
GRADUATION.

My parents, John and Mary Sheridan, came to America in
1830, having been induced by the representations of my
father's uncle, Thomas Gainor, then living in Albany, N. Y., to
try their fortunes in the New World: They were born and
reared in the County Cavan, Ireland, where from early
manhood my father had tilled a leasehold on the estate of
Cherrymoult; and the sale of this leasehold provided him
with means to seek a new home across the sea. My parents
were blood relations—cousins in the second degree—my
mother, whose maiden name was Minor, having descended
from a collateral branch of my father's family. Before leaving
Ireland they had two children, and on the 6th of March,
1831, the year after their arrival in this country, I was born,
in Albany, N. Y., the third child in a family which eventually
increased to six—four boys and two girls.

The prospects for gaining a livelihood in Albany did not
meet the expectations which my parents had been led to
entertain, so in 1832 they removed to the West, to establish
themselves in the village of Somerset, in Perry County, Ohio,
which section, in the earliest days of the State; had been
colonized from Pennsylvania and Maryland. At this period
the great public works of the Northwest—the canals and
macadamized roads, a result of clamor for internal
improvements—were in course of construction, and my



father turned his attention to them, believing that they
offered opportunities for a successful occupation.
Encouraged by a civil engineer named Bassett, who had
taken a fancy to him, he put in bids for a small contract on
the Cumberland Road, known as the "National Road," which
was then being extended west from the Ohio River. A little
success in this first enterprise led him to take up contracting
as a business, which he followed on various canals and
macadamized roads then building in different parts of the
State of Ohio, with some good fortune for awhile, but in
1853 what little means he had saved were swallowed up —
in bankruptcy, caused by the failure of the Sciota and
Hocking Valley Railroad Company, for which he was fulfilling
a contract at the time, and this disaster left him finally only
a small farm, just outside the village of Somerset, where he
dwelt until his death in 1875.

My father's occupation kept him away from home much
of the time during my boyhood, and as a consequence I
grew up under the sole guidance and training of my mother,
whose excellent common sense and clear discernment in
every way fitted her for such maternal duties. When old
enough I was sent to the village school, which was taught by
an old-time Irish "master"—one of those itinerant dominies
of the early frontier—who, holding that to spare the rod was
to spoil the child, if unable to detect the real culprit when
any offense had been committed, would consistently apply
the switch to the whole school without discrimination. It
must be conceded that by this means he never failed to
catch the guilty mischief-maker. The school-year was
divided into terms of three months, the teacher being paid
in each term a certain sum—three dollars, I think, for each
pupil-and having an additional perquisite in the privilege of
boarding around at his option in the different families to



which his scholars belonged. This feature was more than
acceptable to the parents at times, for how else could they
so thoroughly learn all the neighborhood gossip? But the
pupils were in almost unanimous opposition, because Mr.
McNanly's unheralded advent at any one's house resulted
frequently in the discovery that some favorite child had
been playing "hookey," which means (I will say to the
uninitiated, if any such there be) absenting one's self from
school without permission, to go on a fishing or a swimming
frolic. Such at least was my experience more than once, for
Mr. McNanly particularly favored my mother's house,
because of a former acquaintanceship in Ireland, and many
a time a comparison of notes proved that I had been in the
woods with two playfellows, named Binckly and Greiner,
when the master thought I was home, ill, and my mother,
that I was at school, deeply immersed in study. However,
with these and other delinquencies not uncommon among
boys, I learned at McNanly's school, and a little later, under
a pedagogue named Thorn, a smattering of geography and
history, and explored the mysteries of Pike's Arithmetic and
Bullions' English Grammar, about as far as I could be carried
up to the age of fourteen. This was all the education then
bestowed upon me, and this—with the exception of
progressing in some of these branches by voluntary study,
and by practical application in others, supplemented by a
few months of preparation after receiving my appointment
as a cadet—was the extent of my learning on entering the
Military Academy.

When about fourteen years old I began to do something
for myself; Mr. John Talbot, who kept a country store in the
village, employing me to deal out sugar, coffee, and calico
to his customers at the munificent salary of twenty-four
dollars a year. After I had gained a twelve-months'



experience with Mr. Talbot my services began to be sought
by, others, and a Mr. David Whitehead secured them by the
offer of sixty dollars a year—Talbot refusing to increase my
pay, but not objecting to my advancement. A few months
later, before my year was up, another chance to increase
my salary came about; Mr. Henry Dittoe, the enterprising
man of the village, offering me one hundred and twenty
dollars a year to take a position in the dry-goods store of
Fink & Dittoe. I laid the matter before Mr. Whitehead, and he
frankly advised me to accept, though he cautioned me that I
might regret it, adding that he was afraid Henry (referring to
Mr. Dittoe) "had too many irons in the fire." His warning in
regard to the enterprising merchant proved a prophecy, for
"too many irons in the fire" brought about Mr. Dittoe's
bankruptcy, although this misfortune did not befall him till
long after I had left his service. I am glad to say, however,
that his failure was an exceptionally honest one, and due
more to the fact that he was in advance of his surroundings
than to any other cause.

I remained with Fink & Dittoe until I entered the Military
Academy, principally in charge of the book-keeping, which
was no small work for one of my years, considering that in
those days the entire business of country stores in the West
was conducted on the credit system; the customers, being
mostly farmers, never expecting to pay till the product of
their farms could be brought to market; and even then
usually squared the book-accounts by notes of hand, that
were often slow of collection.

From the time I ceased to attend school my employment
had necessitated, to a certain degree, the application of
what I had learned there, and this practical instruction I
reinforced somewhat by doing considerable reading in a
general way, until ultimately I became quite a local



authority in history, being frequently chosen as arbiter in
discussions and disputes that arose in the store. The
Mexican War, then going on, furnished, of course, a never-
ending theme for controversy, and although I was too young
to enter the military service when volunteers were
mustering in our section, yet the stirring events of the times
so much impressed and absorbed me that my sole wish was
to become a soldier, and my highest aspiration to go to
West Point as a Cadet from my Congressional district. My
chances for this seemed very remote, however, till one day
an opportunity was thrown in my way by the boy who then
held the place failing to pass his examination. When I
learned that by this occurrence a vacancy existed, I wrote to
our representative in Congress, the Hon. Thomas Ritchey,
and asked him for the appointment, reminding him that we
had often met in Fink & Dittoe's store, and that therefore he
must know something of my qualifications. He responded
promptly by enclosing my warrant for the class of 1848; so,
notwithstanding the many romances that have been
published about the matter, to Mr. Ritchey, and to him
alone, is due all the credit—if my career justifies that term—
of putting me in the United States Army.

At once I set about preparing for the examination which
precedes admission to the Military Academy, studying
zealously under the direction of Mr. William Clark; my old
teachers, McNanly and Thorn, having disappeared from
Somerset and sought new fields of usefulness. The
intervening months passed rapidly away, and I fear that I
did not make much progress, yet I thought I should be able
to pass the preliminary examination. That which was to
follow worried me more and gave me many sleepless nights;
but these would have been less in number, I fully believe,
had it not been for one specification of my, outfit which the



circular that accompanied my appointment demanded. This
requirement was a pair of "Monroe shoes." Now, out in Ohio,
what "Monroe shoes" were was a mystery—not a shoemaker
in my section having so much as an inkling of the
construction of the perplexing things, until finally my eldest
brother brought an idea of them from Baltimore, when it
was found that they were a familiar pattern under another
name.

At length the time for my departure came, and I set out
for West Point, going by way of Cleveland and across Lake
Erie to Buffalo. On the steamer I fell in with another
appointee en route to the academy, David S. Stanley, also
from Ohio; and when our acquaintanceship had ripened
somewhat, and we had begun to repose confidence in each
other, I found out that he had no "Monroe shoes," so I
deemed myself just that much ahead of my companion,
although my shoes might not conform exactly to the
regulations in Eastern style and finish. At Buffalo, Stanley
and I separated, he going by the Erie Canal and I by the
railroad, since I wanted to gain time on account of
commands to stop in Albany to see my father's uncle. Here I
spent a few days, till Stanley reached Albany, when we
journeyed together down the river to West Point. The
examination began a few days after our arrival, and I soon
found myself admitted to the Corps of Cadets, to date from
July 1, 1848, in a class composed of sixty-three members,
many of whom—for example, Stanley, Slocum, Woods,
Kautz, and Crook—became prominent generals in later
years, and commanded divisions, corps, and armies in the
war of the rebellion.

Quickly following my admission I was broken in by a
course of hazing, with many of the approved methods that
the Cadets had handed down from year to year since the



Academy was founded; still, I escaped excessive
persecution, although there were in my day many
occurrences so extreme as to call forth condemnation and
an endeavor to suppress the senseless custom, which an
improved civilization has now about eradicated, not only at
West Point, but at other colleges.

Although I had met the Academic board and come off
with fair success, yet I knew so little of Algebra or any of the
higher branches of mathematics that during my first six
months at the Academy I was discouraged by many
misgivings as to the future, for I speedily learned that at the
January examination the class would have to stand a test
much severer than that which had been applied to it on
entering. I resolved to try hard, however, and, besides, good
fortune gave me for a room-mate a Cadet whose education
was more advanced than mine, and whose studious habits
and willingness to aid others benefited me immensely. This
room-mate was Henry W. Slocum, since so signally
distinguished in both military and civil capacities as to win
for his name a proud place in the annals of his country. After
taps—that is, when by the regulations of the Academy all
the lights were supposed to be extinguished, and everybody
in bed—Slocum and I would hang a blanket over the one
window of our room and continue our studies—he guiding
me around scores of stumbling-blocks in Algebra and
elucidating many knotty points in other branches of the
course with which I was unfamiliar. On account of this
association I went up before the Board in January with less
uneasiness than otherwise would have been the case, and
passed the examination fairly well. When it was over, a self-
confidence in my capacity was established that had not
existed hitherto, and at each succeeding examination I
gained a little in order of merit till my furlough summer



came round—that is, when I was half through the four-year
course.

My furlough in July and August, 1850, was spent at my
home in Ohio, with the exception of a visit or two to other
Cadets on furlough in the State, and at the close of my
leave I returned to the Academy in the full expectation of
graduating with my class in 1852.

A quarrel of a belligerent character in September 1851,
with Cadet William R. Terrill, put an end to this anticipation,
however, and threw me back into the class which graduated
in 1853. Terrill was a Cadet Sergeant, and, while my
company was forming for parade, having, given me an
order, in what I considered an improper tone, to "dress" in a
certain direction, when I believed I was accurately dressed, I
fancied I had a grievance, and made toward him with a
lowered bayonet, but my better judgment recalled me
before actual contact could take place. Of course Terrill
reported me for this, and my ire was so inflamed by his
action that when we next met I attacked him, and a fisticuff
engagement in front of barracks followed, which was
stopped by an officer appearing on the scene. Each of us
handed in an explanation, but mine was unsatisfactory to
the authorities, for I had to admit that I was the assaulting
party, and the result was that I was suspended by the
Secretary of War, Mr. Conrad, till August 28, 1852—the
Superintendent of the Academy, Captain Brewerton, being
induced to recommend this milder course, he said, by my
previous good conduct. At the time I thought, of course, my
suspension a very unfair punishment, that my conduct was
justifiable and the authorities of the Academy all wrong, but
riper experience has led me to a different conclusion, and as
I look back, though the mortification I then endured was



deep and trying, I am convinced that it was hardly as much
as I deserved for such an outrageous breach of discipline.

There was no question as to Terrill's irritating tone, but in
giving me the order he was prompted by the duty of his
position as a file closer, and I was not the one to remedy the
wrong which I conceived had been done me, and clearly not
justifiable in assuming to correct him with my own hands. In
1862, when General Buell's army was assembling at
Louisville, Terrill was with it as a brigadier-general (for,
although a Virginian, he had remained loyal), and I then
took the initiative toward a renewal of our acquaintance.
Our renewed friendship was not destined to be of long
duration, I am sorry to say, for a few days later, in the battle
of Perryville, while gallantly fighting for his country, poor
Terrill was killed.

My suspension necessitated my leaving the Academy,
and I returned home in the fall of 1851, much crestfallen.
Fortunately, my good friend Henry Dittoe again gave me
employment in keeping the books of his establishment, and
this occupation of my time made the nine months which
were to elapse before I could go back to West Point pass
much more agreeably than they would have done had I
been idle. In August, 1852, I joined the first class at the
Academy in accordance with the order of the War
Department, taking my place at the foot of the class and
graduating with it the succeeding June, number thirty-four in
a membership of fifty-two. At the head of this class
graduated James B. McPherson, who was killed in the
Atlanta campaign while commanding the Army of the
Tennessee. It also contained such men as John M. Schofield,
who commanded the Army of the Ohio; Joshua W. Sill, killed
as a brigadier in the battle of Stone River; and many others
who, in the war of the rebellion, on one side or the other,



rose to prominence, General John B. Hood being the most
distinguished member of the class among the Confederates.

At the close of the final examination I made no formal
application for assignment to any particular arm of the
service, for I knew that my standing would not entitle me to
one of the existing vacancies, and that I should be obliged
to take a place among the brevet second lieutenants. When
the appointments were made I therefore found myself
attached to the First Infantry, well pleased that I had
surmounted all the difficulties that confront the student at
our national school, and looking forward with pleasant
anticipation to the life before me.



CHAPTER II.
Table of Contents

ORDERED TO FORT DUNCAN, TEXAS—"NORTHERS"—SCOUTING DUTY—
HUNTING—NEARLY CAUGHT BY THE INDIANS—A PRIMITIVE HABITATION—
A BRAVE DRUMMERBOY'S DEATH—A MEXICAN BALL.

On the 1st day of July, 1853, I was commissioned a brevet
second lieutenant in the First Regiment of United States
Infantry, then stationed in Texas. The company to which I
was attached was quartered at Fort Duncan, a military post
on the Rio Grande opposite the little town of Piedras Negras,
on the boundary line between the United States and the
Republic of Mexico.

After the usual leave of three months following
graduation from the Military Academy I was assigned to
temporary duty at Newport Barracks, a recruiting station
and rendezvous for the assignment of young officers
preparatory to joining their regiments. Here I remained from
September, 1853, to March, 1854, when I was ordered to
join my company at Fort Duncan. To comply with this order I
proceeded by steamboat down the Ohio and Mississippi
rivers to New Orleans, thence by steamer across the Gulf of
Mexico to Indianola, Tex., and after landing at that place,
continued in a small schooner through what is called the
inside channel on the Gulf coast to Corpus Christi, the
headquarters of Brigadier-General Persifer F. Smith, who was
commanding the Department of Texas. Here I met some of
my old friends from the Military Academy, among them
Lieutenant Alfred Gibbs, who in the last year of the rebellion
commanded under me a brigade of cavalry, and Lieutenant
Jerome Napoleon Bonaparte, of the Mounted Rifles, who



resigned in 1854 to accept service in the French Imperial
army, but to most of those about headquarters I was an
entire stranger. Among the latter was Captain Stewart Van
Vliet, of the Quartermaster's Department, now on the retired
list. With him I soon came in frequent contact, and, by
reason of his connection with the Quartermaster's
Department, the kindly interest he took in forwarding my
business inaugurated between us—a lasting friendship.

A day or two after my arrival at Corpus Christi a train of
Government wagons, loaded with subsistence stores and
quartermaster's supplies, started for Laredo, a small town
on the Rio Grande below Fort Duncan. There being no other
means of reaching my station I put my small personal
possessions, consisting of a trunk, mattress, two blankets,
and a pillow into one of the heavily loaded wagons and
proceeded to join it, sitting on the boxes or bags of coffee
and sugar, as I might choose. The movement of the train
was very slow, as the soil was soft on the newly made and
sandy roads. We progressed but a few miles on our first
day's journey, and in the evening parked our train at a point
where there was no wood, a scant supply of water—and that
of bad quality—but an abundance of grass. There being no
comfortable place to sleep in any of the wagons, filled as
they were to the bows with army supplies, I spread my
blankets on the ground between the wheels of one of them,
and awoke in the morning feeling as fresh and bright as
would have been possible if all the comforts of civilization
had been at my command.

It took our lumbering train many days to reach Laredo, a
distance of about one hundred and sixty miles from Corpus
Christi. Each march was but a repetition of the first day's
journey, its monotony occasionally relieved, though, by the
passage of immense flocks of ducks and geese, and the



appearance at intervals of herds of deer, and sometimes
droves of wild cattle, wild horses and mules. The bands of
wild horses I noticed were sometimes led by mules, but
generally by stallions with long wavy manes, and flowing
tails which almost touched the ground.

We arrived at Laredo during one of those severe storms
incident to that section, which are termed "Northers" from
the fact that the north winds culminate occasionally in cold
windstorms, frequently preceded by heavy rains. Generally
the blow lasts for three days, and the cold becomes intense
and piercing. While the sudden depression of the
temperature is most disagreeable, and often causes great
suffering, it is claimed that these "Northers" make the
climate more healthy and endurable. They occur from
October to May, and in addition to the destruction which,
through the sudden depression of the temperature, they
bring on the herds in the interior, they are often of sufficient
violence to greatly injure the harbors on the coast.

The post near Laredo was called Fort McIntosh, and at
this period the troops stationed there consisted of eight
companies of the Fifth Infantry and two of the First, one of
the First Artillery, and three of the Mounted Rifles. Just
before the "Norther" began these troops had completed a
redoubt for the defense of the post, with the exception of
the ditches, but as the parapet was built of sand—the only
material about Laredo which could be obtained for its
construction—the severity of the winds was too much for
such a shifting substance, and the work was entirely blown
away early in the storm.

I was pleasantly and hospitably welcomed by the officers
at the post, all of whom were living in tents, with no
furniture except a cot and trunk, and an improvised bed for
a stranger, when one happened to come along. After I had



been kindly taken in by one of the younger officers, I
reported to the commanding officer, and was informed by
him that he would direct the quartermaster to furnish me, as
soon as convenient, with transportation to Fort Duncan, the
station of my company.

In the course of a day or two, the quartermaster notified
me that a Government six-mule wagon would be placed at
my disposal to proceed to my destination. No better means
offering, I concluded to set out in this conveyance, and,
since it was also to carry a quantity of quartermaster's
property for Fort Duncan, I managed to obtain room enough
for my bed in the limited space between the bows and load,
where I could rest tolerably well, and under cover at night,
instead of sleeping on the ground under the wagon, as I had
done on the road from Corpus Christi to Laredo.

I reached Fort Duncan in March, 1854., and was kindly
received by the commanding officer of the regiment,
Lieutenant-Colonel Thompson Morris, and by the captain of
my company ("D"), Eugene E. McLean, and his charming
wife the only daughter of General E. V. Sumner, who was
already distinguished in our service, but much better known
in after years in the operations of the Army of the Potomac,
during its early campaigns in Virginia. Shortly after joining
company "D" I was sent out on scouting duty with another
company of the regiment to Camp La Pena, about sixty or
seventy miles east of Fort Duncan, in a section of country
that had for some time past been subjected to raids by the
Lipan and Comanche Indians. Our outpost at La Pena was
intended as a protection against the predatory incursions of
these savages, so almost constant scouting became a daily
occupation. This enabled me soon to become familiar with
and make maps of the surrounding country, and, through
constant association with our Mexican guide, to pick up in a



short time quite a smattering of the Spanish language,
which was very useful to one serving on that frontier.

At that early day western Texas was literally filled with
game, and the region in the immediate vicinity of La Pena
contained its full proportion of deer, antelope, and wild
turkeys. The temptation to hunt was therefore constantly
before me, and a desire to indulge in this pastime,
whenever free from the legitimate duty of the camp, soon
took complete possession of me, so expeditions in pursuit of
game were of frequent occurrence. In these expeditions I
was always accompanied by a soldier named Frankman,
belonging to "D" company, who was a fine sportsman, and a
butcher by trade. In a short period I learned from Frankman
how to approach and secure the different species of game,
and also how to dress and care for it when killed. Almost
every expedition we made was rewarded with a good supply
of deer, antelope, and wild turkeys, and we furnished the
command in camp with such abundance that it was relieved
from the necessity of drawing its beef ration, much to the
discomfiture of the disgruntled beef contractor.

The camp at La Pena was on sandy ground, unpleasant
for men and animals, and by my advice it was moved to La
Pendencia, not far from Lake Espantosa. Before removal
from our old location, however, early one bright morning
Frankman and I started on one of our customary
expeditions, going down La Pena Creek to a small creek, at
the head of which we had established a hunting rendezvous.
After proceeding along the stream for three or four miles we
saw a column of smoke on the prairie, and supposing it
arose from a camp of Mexican rancheros catching wild
horses or wild cattle, and even wild mules, which were very
numerous in that section of country along the Nueces River,
we thought we would join the party and see how much



success they were having, and observe the methods
employed in this laborious and sometimes dangerous
vocation. With this object in view, we continued on until we
found it necessary to cross to the other side of the creek to
reach the point indicated by the smoke. Just before reaching
the crossing I discovered moccasin tracks near the water's
edge, and realizing in an instant that the camp we were
approaching might possibly be one of hostile Indians—all
Indians in that country at that time were hostile—Frankman
and I backed out silently, and made eager strides for La
Pena, where we had scarcely arrived when Captain M. E. Van
Buren, of the Mounted Rifle regiment, came in with a small
command, and reported that he was out in pursuit of a band
of Comanche Indians, which had been committing
depredations up about Fort Clark, but that he had lost the
trail. I immediately informed him of what had occurred to
me during the morning, and that I could put him on the trail
of the Indians he was desirous of punishing.

We hurriedly supplied with rations his small command of
thirteen, men, and I then conducted him to the point where I
had seen the smoke, and there we found signs indicating it
to be the recently abandoned camp of the Indians he was
pursuing, and we also noticed that prairie rats had formed
the principal article of diet at the meal they had just
completed. As they had gone, I could do no more than put
him on the trail made in their departure, which was well
marked; for Indians, when in small parties, and unless
pressed, usually follow each other in single file. Captain Van
Buren followed the trail by Fort Ewell, and well down toward
Corpus Christi, day and night, until the Indians, exhausted
and used up, halted, on an open plain, unsaddled their
horses, mounted bareback, and offered battle. Their number
was double that of Van Buren's detachment, but he attacked



them fearlessly, and in the fight was mortally wounded by
an arrow which entered his body in front, just above the
sword belt, and came through the belt behind. The principal
chief of the Indians was killed, and the rest fled. Captain Van
Buren's men carried him to Corpus Christi, where in a few
days he died.

After our removal to La Pendencia a similar pursuit of
savages occurred, but with more fortunate results. Colonel
John H. King, now on the retired list, then a captain in the
First Infantry, came to our camp in pursuit of a marauding
band of hostile Indians, and I was enabled to put him also on
the trail. He soon overtook them, and killing two without
loss to himself, the band dispersed like a flock of quail and
left him nothing to follow. He returned to our camp shortly
after, and the few friendly Indian scouts he had with him
held a grand pow-wow and dance over the scalps of the
fallen braves.

Around La Pendencia, as at La Pena, the country
abounded in deer, antelope, wild turkeys, and quail, and we
killed enough to supply abundantly the whole command
with the meat portion of the ration. Some mornings
Frankman and I would bring in as many as seven deer, and
our hunting expeditions made me so familiar with the region
between our camp and Fort Duncan, the headquarters of
the regiment, that I was soon enabled to suggest a more
direct route of communication than the circuitous one then
traversed, and in a short time it was established.

Up to this time I had been on detached duty, but soon
my own company was ordered into the field to occupy a
position on Turkey Creek, about ten or twelve miles west of
the Nueces River, on the road from San Antonio to Fort
Duncan, and I was required to join the company. Here
constant work and scouting were necessary, as our camp



was specially located with reference to protecting from
Indian raids the road running from San Antonio to Fort
Duncan, and on to the interior of Mexico. In those days this
road was the great line of travel, and Mexican caravans
were frequently passing over it, to and fro, in such a
disorganized condition as often to invite attack from
marauding Comanches and Lipans. Our time, therefore, was
incessantly occupied in scouting, but our labors were much
lightened because they were directed with intelligence and
justice by Captain McLean, whose agreeable manners and
upright methods are still so impressed on my memory that
to this day I look back upon my service with "D" Company of
the First Infantry as among those events which I remember
with most pleasure.

In this manner my first summer of active field duty
passed rapidly away, and in the fall my company returned
to Fort Duncan to go into winter quarters. These quarters,
when constructed, consisted of "A" tents pitched under a
shed improvised by the company. With only these
accommodations I at first lived around as best I could until
the command was quartered, and then, requesting a detail
of wagons from the quartermaster, I went out some thirty
miles to get poles to build a more comfortable habitation for
myself. In a few days enough poles for the construction of a
modest residence were secured and brought in, and then
the building of my house began. First, the poles were cut the
proper length, planted in a trench around four sides of a
square of very small proportions, and secured at the top by
string-pieces stretched from one angle to another, in which
half-notches hack been made at proper intervals to receive
the uprights. The poles were then made rigid by strips
nailed on half-way to the ground, giving the sides of the
structure firmness, but the interstices were large and



frequent; still, with the aid of some old condemned paulins
obtained from the quartermaster, the walls were covered
and the necessity for chinking obviated. This method of
covering the holes in the side walls also possessed the
advantage of permitting some little light to penetrate to the
interior of the house, and avoided the necessity of
constructing a window, for which, by the way, no glass could
have been obtained. Next a good large fire-place and
chimney were built in one corner by means of stones and
mud, and then the roof was put on—a thatched one of
prairie grass. The floor was dirt compactly tamped.

My furniture was very primitive: a chair or two, with
about the same number of camp stools, a cot, and a rickety
old bureau that I obtained in some way not now
remembered. My washstand consisted of a board about
three feet long, resting on legs formed by driving sticks into
the ground until they held it at about the proper height from
the floor. This washstand was the most expensive piece of
furniture I owned, the board having cost me three dollars,
and even then I obtained it as a favor, for lumber on the Rio
Grande was so scarce in those days that to possess even
the smallest quantity was to indulge in great luxury. Indeed,
about all that reached the post was what came in the shape
of bacon boxes, and the boards from these were reserved
for coffins in which to bury our dead.

In this rude habitation I spent a happy winter, and was
more comfortably off than many of the officers, who had
built none, but lived in tents and took the chances of
"Northers." During this period our food was principally the
soldier's ration: flour, pickled pork, nasty bacon—cured in
the dust of ground charcoal—and fresh beef, of which we
had a plentiful supply, supplemented with game of various
kinds. The sugar, coffee, and smaller parts of the ration



were good, but we had no vegetables, and the few jars of
preserves and some few vegetables kept by the sutler were
too expensive to be indulged in. So during all the period I
lived at Fort Duncan and its sub-camps, nearly sixteen
months, fresh vegetables were practically unobtainable. To
prevent scurvy we used the juice of the maguey plant,
called pulque, and to obtain a supply of this anti-scorbutic I
was often detailed to march the company out about forty
miles, cut the plant, load up two or three wagons with the
stalks, and carry them to camp. Here the juice was
extracted by a rude press, and put in bottles until it
fermented and became worse in odor than sulphureted
hydrogen. At reveille roll-call every morning this fermented
liquor was dealt out to the company, and as it was my duty,
in my capacity of subaltern, to attend these roll-calls and
see that the men took their ration of pulque, I always began
the duty by drinking a cup of the repulsive stuff myself.
Though hard to swallow, its well-known specific qualities in
the prevention and cure of scurvy were familiar to all, so
every man in the command gulped down his share
notwithstanding its vile taste and odor.

Considering our isolation, the winter passed very
pleasantly to us all. The post was a large one, its officers
congenial, and we had many enjoyable occasions. Dances,
races, and horseback riding filled in much of the time, and
occasional raids from Indians furnished more serious
occupation in the way of a scout now and then. The
proximity of the Indians at times rendered the surrounding
country somewhat dangerous for individuals or small parties
at a distance from the fort; but few thought the savages
would come near, so many risks were doubtless run by
various officers, who carried the familiar six-shooter as their



only weapon while out horseback riding, until suddenly we
were awakened to the dangers we had been incurring.

About mid-winter a party of hostile Lipans made a swoop
around and skirting the garrison, killing a herder—a
discharged drummer-boy—in sight of the flag-staff. Of
course great excitement followed. Captain J. G. Walker, of
the Mounted Rifles, immediately started with his company in
pursuit of the Indians, and I was directed to accompany the
command. Not far away we found the body of the boy filled
with arrows, and near him the body of a fine looking young
Indian, whom the lad had undoubtedly killed before he was
himself overpowered. We were not a great distance behind
the Indians when the boy's body was discovered, and
having good trailers we gained on them rapidly, with the
prospect of overhauling them, but as soon as they found we
were getting near they headed for the Rio Grande, made the
crossing to the opposite bank, and were in Mexico before we
could overtake them. When on the other side of the
boundary they grew very brave, daring us to come over to
fight them, well aware all the time that the international line
prevented us from continuing the pursuit. So we had to
return to the post without reward for our exertion except the
consciousness of having made the best effort we could to
catch the murderers. That night, in company with
Lieutenant Thomas G. Williams, I crossed over the river to
the Mexican village of Piedras Negras, and on going to a
house where a large baille, or dance, was going on we found
among those present two of the Indians we had been
chasing. As soon as they saw us they strung their bows for a
fight, and we drew our six-shooters, but the Mexicans
quickly closed in around the Indians and forced them out of
the house—or rude jackal—where the "ball" was being held,
and they escaped. We learned later something about the



nature of the fight the drummer had made, and that his
death had cost them dear, for, in addition to the Indian
killed and lying by his side, he had mortally wounded
another and seriously wounded a third, with the three shots
that he had fired.

At this period I took up the notion of making a study of
ornithology, incited to it possibly by the great number of
bright-colored birds that made their winter homes along the
Rio Grande, and I spent many a leisure hour in catching
specimens by means of stick traps, with which I found little
difficulty in securing almost every variety of the feathered
tribes. I made my traps by placing four sticks of a length
suited to the size desired so as to form a square, and
building up on them in log-cabin fashion until the structure
came almost to a point by contraction of the corners. Then
the sticks were made secure, the trap placed at some
secluded spot, and from the centre to the outside a trench
was dug in the ground, and thinly covered when a depth
had been obtained that would leave an aperture sufficiently
large to admit the class of birds desired. Along this trench
seeds and other food were scattered, which the birds soon
discovered, and of course began to eat, unsuspectingly
following the tempting bait through the gallery till they
emerged from its farther end in the centre of the trap,
where they contentedly fed till the food was all gone. Then
the fact of imprisonment first presented itself, and they
vainly endeavored to escape through the interstices of the
cage, never once guided by their instinct to return to liberty
through the route by which they had entered.

Among the different kinds of birds captured in this way,
mocking-birds, blue-birds, robins, meadow larks, quail, and
plover were the most numerous. They seemed to have more
voracious appetites than other varieties, or else they were



more unwary, and consequently more easily caught. A
change of station, however, put an end to my ornithological
plans, and activities of other kinds prevented me from
resuming them in after life.

There were quite a number of young officers at the post
during the winter, and as our relations with the Mexican
commandant at Piedras Negras were most amicable, we
were often invited to dances at his house. He and his
hospitable wife and daughter drummed up the female
portion of the elite of Piedras Negras and provided the
house, which was the official as well as the personal
residence of the commandant, while we—the young officers
—furnished the music and such sweetmeats, candies, etc.,
for the baille as the country would afford.

We generally danced in a long hall on a hard dirt floor.
The girls sat on one side of the hall, chaperoned by their
mothers or some old duennas, and the men on the other.
When the music struck up each man asked the lady whom
his eyes had already selected to dance with him, and it was
not etiquette for her to refuse—no engagements being
allowed before the music began. When the dance, which
was generally a long waltz, was over, he seated his partner,
and then went to a little counter at the end of the room and
bought his dulcinea a plate of the candies and sweetmeats
provided. Sometimes she accepted them, but most
generally pointed to her duenna or chaperon behind, who
held up her apron and caught the refreshments as they
were slid into it from the plate. The greatest decorum was
maintained at these dances, primitively as they were
conducted; and in a region so completely cut off from the
world, their influence was undoubtedly beneficial to a
considerable degree in softening the rough edges in a half-
breed population.


