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a war within a we

Union side won first battle between Missourians at Boonville, Mo.,




A regiment of Union home guards is waylaid by a pro-Southern crowd at Fifth and Walnut in Si. Louis, touching off p
the Civil War in Missouri. The date was May 10, 1861.
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The Missouri locations which figured prominently during the war years are shown
here, Railroads, sprouting from St. Louis, and the rivers were strategically important.



A DIVIDED STATE IN A DIVIDED NATION

As the thunder of cannon fire roared in Charleston
Harbor, the border state of Missouri found itself with
mixed emotions and divided loyalties. More than two-
thirds of her white population were of Southern stock,
while in St. Louis 65,000 free-thinking German immi-
grants formed a core of Union support.

To Missouri, slavery was not of primary economic
importance in comparison with other slave states.
There were 115,000 slaves owned by only 24,000
planters and farmers. Above all, Missourians wanted
compromise and peace; if war came they desired
neutrality.

The State of Missouri was of vital importance both to
the Union and to the Confederacy. Her substantial
manpower pool, her strategic geographical position,
her resources and wealth were needed sorely by both
forces. Through important citizens whose feelings were
strongly tied to one side or the other, Missouri felt
strong tugs and pulls when war did erupt. And as the
nation became divided, so did Missouri.

A tall, dignified man, born in Kentucky and whose
roots extended back to Virginia, sat in the Governor’s
mansion. He was Claiborne Fox Jackson, 54, an able
politician and a secret secessionist friend of the South.
He maneuvered the state legislature into setting up a
convention to decide Missouri’s future relationship
with the United States. However, the 99 delegates
elected were mostly pro-Union, believing that seces-
sion would ruin the state’s economy. On March 4,

1861, the convention, meeting in St. Louis, decided
that there was “no adequate cause to impel Missouri
to dissolve her connection with the Federal Union.”

This was a blow to the Governor and pro-Southerners,
but welcome news to men like St. Louisan Francis P.
Blair, Jr. Organizer of the new Republican Party in
St. Louis, he was staunchly loyal to Lincoln and the
Union. A young and energetic 40, he was active as
lawyer, editor and congressman. Through his brother,
Montgomery, a member of Lincoln’s Cabinet, his influ-
ence was felt in Washington.

The alignment of opposing forces was most evident in
St. Louis, the state’s largest city. A Union home guard
unit, “The Wide Awakes,” composed mostly of Ger-
mans held regular drills, as did a pro-South group
called the “Minute Men.” Neither had arms, and this
situation focused the attention of all on the federal
arsenal located below the city.

Francis Blair asked Washington to send Federal troops
to reinforce the small arsenal staff. An 80-man detach-
ment was dispatched by steamboat from Ft. Riley.
Their leader was Captain Nathaniel Lyon, a career
Army officer who hated secessionists. This made him
popular with Blair, who was cool to the doubtful
allegiance of General William Selby Harney, com-
mander of the Army’s Department of the West.

Three days after Fort Sumter was fired upon, President
Lincoln called for volunteers. His request of Governor
Jackson to furnish four infantry regiments was defi-




antly refused. This prompted the worried Captain
Lyon to smuggle a large portion of the 60,000 muskets
stored in the St. Louis arsenal across the river into
Union llinois.

Franklin Blair quickly offered Lincoln his loyal “Wide
Awakes” home guards since Jackson would not fur-
nish the Union any Missouri troops. Lincoln accepted,
and Captain Lyon began mustering in men and arming
them with weapons from the arsenal. The arsenal and
its precious stores were safe, and had been a conven-
ient source of weapons for a local army. The Union
definitely had the edge.

Over in Jefferson City, Governor Jackson ordered six
days training for the militia, and urged the legislature
to pass money bills to pay for the defense of Missouri,
At St. Louis the militia camp, named Jackson in honor
of the governor, was commanded by a West Pointer,
Brigadier General D. M. Frost. It was located between
Olive and Laclede streets east of Grand in St. Louis.
Blair and Lyon watched the encampment fearlessly,
since it housed a mere 700 or so militiamen, but with
irritation. But when Lyon learned that howitzers and
large guns taken from a Federal arsenal in Louisiana
had been smuggled into Camp Jackson, he took action
against it. On May 10, 1861 Captain Lyon rode at the
head of the home guard and surrounded the Southern
camp. He demanded surrender within a half hour, and
denounced it as a nest of secessionists. General Frost
displayed intelligence in offering no resistance.

The militiamen stacked arms and marched as prisoners
of war to the arsenal under the guard of the “Wide

Governor Claiborne Fox Jackson,
secessionist state leader at start
of War.

Francis P. Blair, Jr. of St. Louis
led the fight to keep Missouri for
the Union.

Awakes.” Crowds gathered to learn what had hap-
pened. Many in the mob sympathized with the militia-
men, and soon pushing and shoving grew into rock
throwing and then pistol shots. The Union volunteers
fired into the crowd, and some estimates placed the
dead at 28. Missouri had shed some of the first blood
to be let in the Civil War.

The capture of Camp Jackson sank the stock of the
secessionist group in St. Louis, ending its aggressive
action there. The Confederate flag that flew from the
roof of the Berthold mansion at Fifth and Pine streets,
headquarters of the “Minute Men,” came down for-
ever. St. Louis itself was safe for the Union.

The secessionists at Jefferson City were thrown into
turmoil by the news of Camp Jackson’s demise. The
legislature passed appropriations to build and support
a large state militia in what might be considered the
record time of 15 minutes. Rumors ran rampant
around the capitol. One, that Blair and several thou-
sand troops were enroute via the Pacific Railroad,
caused Jackson to have the railroad bridge over the
Osage River burned.

General Harney, sent on a convenient mission so that
Captain Lyon could capture Camp Jackson, returned
to St. Louis. He made a pact with Governor Jackson
that was very unpopular with Blair, Lyon, and loyal
Unionists: the state would not arm further.

Francis P. Blair would not hold still for this conces-
sion. He used his Washington influence to have Gen-
eral Harney removed. His friend and fellow defender
of the Union, Captain Lyon, was placed in charge, and




jumped in rank to Brigadier General. Governor Jack-
son thought that they should talk, and a meeting was
called, though Lyon was cold to the idea. He had
earned the sobriquet of ‘“that Yankee abolitionist”
among the more rabid Southerners and truly hated the
Confederacy.

The meeting, attended by Lyon and Blair, Jackson
and his state militia head, Major General Sterling
Price, took place at the Planters’ House hotel in
St. Louis. Jackson proposed that Missouri maintain
neutrality, under which he would disband the state
militia and Lyon would refrain from enlisting volun-
teers and making troop movements in Missouri,

Lyon would not agree to this proposition which he
saw as a surrender of Union control of the state.
“Rather than concede to the State of Missouri the
right to demand that my government shall not enlist
troops within her limits, or bring troops into the state
whenever it pleases, or move troops at its own will
into, out of, or through the state; rather than concede
to the State of Missouri for one single instant the right
to dictate to my government in any manner however
unimportant, I would see you, and you, and you, and
every single man, woman, and child in the state, dead
and buried.” This zealous believer in the Union could
feel as strongly as the Confederate believers in states
rights. He closed the meeting by telling Jackson sum-
marily, “This means war. In an hour one of my offi-
cers will call for you and conduct you out of my lines.”

On the return trip to Jefferson City, Jackson’s party
stopped to burn the railroad bridge over the Gascon-
ade. Although the train arrived in the state capitol in
the middle of the night, Governor Jackson immediately
drafted a proclamation calling Missourians to arms.

Brigadier General Nathaniel Lyon, who forged the
Union’s strength in Missouri.
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Major General Sterling Price, ex-Governor and pictur-
esque leader of secessionist forces in Missouri.

He asked for 50,000 volunteers for the state militia. It
served to arouse Lyon to action back in St. Louis. He
was determined to break up any military coup which
would carry the state into the Confederate camp.

The next day he loaded a detachment composed of
both regulars and volunteers aboard two steamboats
headed up the Missouri River for Jefferson City. They
had artillery aboard with which to lay siege to the cap-
itol if necessary.

Since less than 150 men had answered his call to arms,
Jackson realized defense of the capitol was an impos-
sibility. He grabbed the Great Seal of Missouri and
scampered to Boonville, a strategic point located on
high ground 50 miles up river. General Sterling Price
concentrated his state militia troops there and prepared
for battle. Price was a huge man, a Virginian by birth
who had settled down to farming in Chariton County,
Missouri. He, like Lyon, had fought with distinction
in the Mexican War. Twice elected Governor of Mis-
souri, he had voted pro-Union as head of the state
convention. When the breach came, he had to cast his
lot with the South. He was a popular man, known as
“Old Pap” to his troops.

General Lyon and his army occupied Jefferson City,
then quickly moved by boat to Boonville to engage
the state militia. His artillery opened fire on the Con-
federate positions at 8:00 a.m., then his well-trained
troops advanced. The half a thousand militia men
broke and ran. The battle lasted half an hour with
both sides inflicting light losses. The War in Missouri
had begun in earnest, with the tides of fortune favor-
ing the Union. This first skirmish was to be followed
by nearly 1100 more, roughly one-sixth of the entire
number to be fought in the Civil War. Each side
would have its victories, each its losses.




General Price’s Lexington units were ordered south
immediately by Jackson. He moved in that direction
with the Boonville defenders, planning to rendezvous
with General Ben McCulloch’s Arkansas Confederates.
General Lyon, and another column dispatched from
St. Louis, followed and occupied Springfield. Union
Colonel Franz Sigel, the European trained strategist,
had been sent to Neosho to halt the flow of state
militia men slipping south to join the Confederates.
Sigel moved north to intercept Jackson, camped near
Lamar, leaving about 90 men at Neosho. On July 5,
1861 Sigel and Jackson met north of Carthage.

Though surrounded by State Guard cavalry on his
flanks, the wily Sigel disengaged his forces and am-
bushed the Guard’s infantry attack. He made a fighting
retreat to Carthage. Here he stubbornly defended, then
slipped away south and east. His return to Neosho
found those men engulfed by Confederates from the
Arkansas border area. Thus the State Guard, com-
manded by Governor Jackson had won a battle in the
Missouri War.

Meanwhile, General Lyon at Springfield realized he
was outnumbered and sent General Fremont an urgent
plea for reinforcements. It went unanswered. Lyon
then decided to pull a surprise attack on the combined
forces of Generals Price and McCulloch rather than
retreat. His force made a night march on August 9 to
Wilson’s Creek where the Southern force was encamp-
ed. His plan was simple: Colonel Sigel’s group would
attack the rebels from the rear, then he would launch
a frontal assault. Sigel was beaten off, retreating to
Springfield without notifying Lyon. This capable offi-
cer engaged 13,000 enemy troops with his own re-
maining 3,700. Gaining a hill, he beat off numerous
assaults by the Confederates. The battle, one of the
bloodiest and most furious in the War considering
number of men engaged, lasted four hours. Near the
end, General Lyon, already twice wounded, was killed.
When the lull came, his successor, Major Samuel D.
Sturgis ordered a Union retreat. The Confederates,
ready to do the same, were exuberant. Casualties for
the Union totaled 1,302, for the Confederates 1,242.

Secessionist stock soared after Wilson’s Creek, as did
that of Sterling “Old Pap” Price. He replaced Gov-
ernor Jackson as the state’s pro-South leader, who had
been deposed by the state convention which he himself
had earlier assembled.

The Union army returned to its base at Rolla, leaving

_everything south of it to Price, who quickly moved
north, pressing his advantage. By late August he had
reached the Missouri River with a force of 10,000
men. Recruits now flocked to join him. Bent on over-
running the state, he advanced on the Union strong-
hold at Lexington. There, an Irish Illinois regiment of
about 3,000 men commanded by a vitriolic Irishman
named Colonel James A. Mulligan was dug in. Head-
quarters was the Masonic College situated on high
ground a half mile from the Missouri River. Hidden in
the basement of the college was $900,000 in coin and
the Great Seal of Missouri, left there earlier by Gov-
ernor Jackson.

None of the 20,000 Federal troops nearby responded
to Mulligan’s call for help as Price approached. The
Federals’ river water supply was shut off as Price laid
siege to the college and nearby Anderson House. He
attacked September 18, 1861 after six days of siege.
The beleagured garrison resisted bravely for 52 hours
despite thirst, low ammunition supplies and the oppres-
sive stench of dead horses. Then Price hit upon a
unique idea to protect his charging troops. Huge bales
of hemp became rolling breastworks as his troops
stormed the hill and moved on the college.

Mulligan surrendered. Price took the entire garrison
prisoner, and gained considerable supplies, horses and
arms. He also dug up the treasure buried previously by
Governor Jackson. In winning this important battle,
Price lost few men: 25 killed and 75 wounded; Mulli-
gan had 39 killed and 120 wounded.

With the victory at Lexington, secessionist hopes
reached their peak in Missouri, never to be this high
again. Governor Jackson, though deposed, called a
part of his deposed legislature together at Neosho, and
on October 28, 1861 it passed an act delivering the
state into the Confederacy. The Union scoffed, but the
Confederacy admitted Missouri as its twelfth member.

Severe criticism of General Fremont, head of the De-
partment of the West, issued from Missouri and Wash-
ington. “The Pathfinder” Fremont, eager to save face,
moved with 50,000 men to personally take on Price.
Just when he had Price trapped in southwest Missouri,
he was relieved of his command. Under instructions,
the new commander, General David Hunter, pulled
back to St. Louis. Again, the state was Price’s as he
regained much of western Missouri with an army of
15,000 and initiated Guerilla warfare with unorthodox,
but effective, tactics.

In southeast Missouri, a Union General, Ulysses S.
Grant, soon to gain stature and reputation commanded
from his headquarters in Cairo. Fremont had put him
in command of Southeast Missouri. Grant made his
headquarters at Cairo, Illinois. When Confederate Gen-
eral Leonidas Polk violated the neutrality of Kentucky
and set up camp in Columbus in that state, Grant coun-
tered and occupied Paducah. Besides blockading the
Mississippi from his fortifications at Columbus, Polk
intended to take St. Louis via an invasion of southeast-
ern Missouri. He sent General W, Jeff Thompson down
the river from Columbus to operate around New Ma-
drid, Missouri. Thompson starting pushing and prob-
ing north in October, 1861 with a force of 2,000 men.
Grant sent troops from Pilot Knob and Cape Girardeau
to shove him back to the marshes of New Madrid.

Next, Grant turned his sights on a Confederate camp
of 2,500 men at Belmont, Missouri, across the river
from Polk’s headquarters at Columbus. Taking 3,000
troops aboard steamboats, he attacked the unsuspect-
ing Confederates and put them to flight. But his green
troops were careless and began looting the camp. The
enemy regrouped and the siege guns at Columbus
bombarded them, too. The Union troops fought their
way out, but Washington frowned on Grant’s action.

































