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Introduction 

On May 26, 1865, Lieutenant General Simon B. Buckner surrendered the Confederate 

Trans-Mississippi Army to Union Major General E.R.S. Canby.  The surrender became official 

on June 2, when the commander of the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department, Edmund 

Kirby Smith, officially endorsed it.  The last unit to lay down its arms was the First Indian 

Brigade, led by Brigadier General Stand Watie, which surrendered on June 23, 1865, over two 

months after General Robert E. Lee capitulated to Ulysses S. Grant in Virginia.  While Lee and 

the Army of Northern Virginia have become legend, few are familiar with the largest 

Confederate army west of the Mississippi River: The Trans-Mississippi Army.  Early in the war, 

the presence of the Trans-Mississippi Army, and the competent generals who were assigned to it, 

prevented the Trans-Mississippi states from seceding from the Confederacy and forming their 

own western Confederacy.  The creation of the Trans-Mississippi Army and the reorganization 

of the Trans-Mississippi Confederacy into one department ensured that the vital supply chain 

stretching from Texas ports to Vicksburg would be strengthened and maintained until June of 

1863.  In the final days of the war, as the Army of Northern Virginia and the Army of Tennessee 

surrendered, the Trans-Mississippi Army fought on.  Kirby Smith refused to surrender the army 

as long as there was a possibility that Confederate President Jefferson Davis could reach Texas 

and continue the war using the Trans-Mississippi Army.  When defeat became inevitable, the 

soldiers of the Trans-Mississippi Army simply walked or rode home rather than endure the 

humiliation of surrender.   

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army and 

demonstrate that it made a positive contribution to the Confederate war effort.  While the Trans-
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Mississippi Army made almost no military contribution to the Confederate war effort, their 

successful defense of the Trans-Mississippi west benefited the Confederacy in several important 

ways.  The Trans-Mississippi Army ensured that planters in the wealthy, cotton growing region 

of the Red River Valley were undisturbed as they grew their cotton.  This cotton was sent across 

the Rio Grande to Mexico as well as through the blockade all along the coasts of Texas and 

western Louisiana.  The sale of this cotton in Europe allowed the Confederacy to buy millions of 

dollars’ worth of weapons and supplies that were sent back through the blockade and into 

southern ports.  The Trans-Mississippi Army did more than just defend the wealthy cotton 

growing regions west of the Mississippi River.  It defended the largest Confederate department, 

including the states of Arkansas, Texas, Missouri, and all of Louisiana west of the Mississippi 

River.  Despite the loss of Missouri and half of Arkansas, the Trans-Mississippi Army 

successfully defended Texas and western Louisiana from several Union invasions and 

incursions. 

While the exploits of the Army of Northern Virginia and the Army of Tennessee are well 

known, the record of the Trans-Mississippi Army remains mostly obscure.  The Trans-

Mississippi Army fought in four major campaigns and countless small battles and engagements.  

Also, unlike its more famous counterparts east of the Mississippi River, the Trans-Mississippi 

Army successfully repelled a Union invasion in 1864, maintained control of most Confederate 

territory west of the Mississippi, and was the last major field army in the Confederacy to 

surrender.  That the history of the Trans-Mississippi Army would be relatively unknown is no 

surprise.  Until the 1990s, few Civil War scholars ventured west of the Mississippi River and 

Ludwell H. Johnson was the first scholar to write a monograph about a Civil War campaign in 
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the Trans-Mississippi theater, publishing his book on the Red River Campaign in 1958.1  

Between 1958 and 1993 there were very few works written on any aspect of the Civil War in the 

Trans-Mississippi West.  Beginning in the early 1990s and continuing to this day there has been 

increased interest in the Civil War in the Trans-Mississippi theater and while historians have 

begun to cover many important aspects of the Civil War west of the Mississippi, few scholars 

have covered the history of the Trans-Mississippi Army in detail.   

While it is somewhat surprising that scholars have failed to produce a history of the 

Trans-Mississippi Army, there existed until recently several reasons why scholars have neglected 

the Trans-Mississippi Army or have found it difficult to study.  One of the main reasons is a lack 

of primary source material.  Another reason has been the inability of Trans-Mississippi Civil 

War historians to organize a cohesive narrative of the Civil War in such a vast region as well as 

their inability to specifically define what has become known as the Trans-Mississippi theater.  

These failures in organization and definition can be traced to flawed historiography of 

Theophilus Holmes, Edmund Kirby Smith and Jefferson Davis, a tendency by Trans-Mississippi 

historians to focus almost exclusively on micro history, and strict adherence by Civil War 

scholars to a faulty narrative that has consistently relegated the Trans-Mississippi theater to the 

realm of insignificance. 

The primary reason that scholars have neglected the Trans-Mississippi Army or found it 

difficult to study relates to source material.  The primary source for studying the Civil War in 

general, and the Trans-Mississippi Army in particular, is the Official Records of the War of the 

Rebellion or O.R. as it’s known to Civil War scholars.2  While this is an excellent source, a good 

                                                            
1 Ludwell H. Johnson, Red River Campaign: Politics & Cotton in the Civil War (Kent: Kent State University Press, 
1993), ix.  
2 War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies. 128 vols 
(Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1880-1901). 
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portion of the Confederate records, especially those dealing with the Trans-Mississippi were 

destroyed, meaning that historians who rely exclusively on the Official Records will have an 

incomplete picture of the Trans-Mississippi Army.  To help fill the void, scholars can turn to 

state and national archives to procure much needed primary source material.  Many records exist 

for individual soldiers and regiments that served in the Trans-Mississippi Army.  Studying the 

high command of the Trans-Mississippi Army with primary source material is a bit problematic.  

Only Richard Taylor and John G. Walker wrote memoirs and the personal papers of many Trans-

Mississippi Army generals including John B. Magruder, Joseph Shelby and Mosby Monroe 

Parsons were all destroyed during the war.3    

Typically, secondary sources have been problematic in studying the Trans-Mississippi 

Army. Until the 1990s there were serious gaps in the battle and campaign literature related to this 

army.  In the last twenty years, most of the gaps in the campaign literature have been filled and 

there is a monograph or journal article on every battle and campaign the Trans-Mississippi Army 

fought in.  Among the best are Gary B. Joiner’s original study of the Red River campaign, 

William Shea’s excellent study of the Prairie Grove Campaign, and Kyle S. Sinisi’s definitive 

work on Price’s 1864 invasion of Missouri.  Cavalry and artillery operations in the Trans-

Mississippi Army are the only military aspects that has been neglected and hopefully that will be 

rectified in the near future.4  While much literature exists on the campaigns of the Trans-

Mississippi Army, little has been done on the individual units that comprised the army.  Among 

the few such studies that exist, the best are Richard Lowe’s study of Walker’s Texas Division, 

                                                            
3 Richard Lowe, ed, Greyhound Commander: Confederate General John G. Walker’s History of the Civil War West 
of the Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013).; Richard Taylor, Destruction and 
Reconstruction (New York: D. Appleton, 1879). 
4 Gary Dillard Joiner, “One Damn Blunder from Beginning to End” (Lanham: SR Books, 2003).; William L. Shea, 
Fields of Blood: The Prairie Grove Campaign (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009).; Kyle Sinisi, 
The Last Hurrah: Sterling Price’s Missouri Expedition of 1864 (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015). 
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Anne J. Bailey’s study of Parson’s Texas brigade, and Alwyn Barr’s slender volume on 

Polignac’s Texas Brigade.5 

One of the most noticeable issues that has arisen from the lack of source material is how 

historians have chosen to organize and define the Trans-Mississippi theater and the Confederate 

Trans-Mississippi Army.6  The Confederate government referred to the region west of the 

Mississippi River as the Trans-Mississippi Department and while historians have continued to 

use the term, it is often used interchangeably with the term “the West”.  Historians have typically 

had a broad definition of what constitutes the Trans-Mississippi theater and it includes all the 

territory from the Mississippi River to the Rocky Mountains and from the Canadian border in the 

                                                            
5 Richard Lowe, Walker’s Texas Division C.S.A.: Greyhounds of the Trans-Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 2004).; Anne J. Bailey, Between the Enemy and Texas: Parson’s Texas Cavalry in the Civil 
War (Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1989).; Alwyn Barr, Polignac’s Texas Brigade (College Station: 
Texas A & M University Press, 1998). 
6 The Confederate war effort was managed by President Jefferson Davis, his Secretary of War (he had six in four 
years) and the War Department that managed the ever-increasing bureaucracy of a large wartime army.  Assistant 
Adjutant General Samuel Cooper, the ranking officer in the Confederacy, ran the War Department.  Cooper was a 
glorified desk clerk, but all official orders were transmitted through him as well as all changes in the command 
structure.  For the purposes of defense, the Confederacy was divided up into military departments.  The Confederacy 
had dozens of departments but by the end of 1862, the government had consolidated most of these smaller 
departments into three major departments: The Department of Northern Virginia, Dept. No. 2, and the Trans-
Mississippi Department. Departments were subdivided into districts.  In the case of the Trans-Mississippi 
Department, there were four districts: The District of Arkansas, the District of Texas, New Mexico and Arizona, the 
District of Western Louisiana, and the District of the Indian Territory. Departments and districts contained troops 
that were assigned specifically to that region.  Only an order from Assistant Adjutant General Cooper could force a 
department or district commander to relinquish his troops to another commander.  Although it was never an official 
order, interdepartmental cooperation was encouraged and expected.  

Confederate armies functioned independently from departments and districts.  As stated earlier in this 
essay, the Confederacy fielded over twenty different armies of various sizes, but the three major field armies were 
the Army of Northern Virginia, the Army of Tennessee and the Trans-Mississippi Army.  All Confederate armies 
followed the same basic organizational pattern.  At the top was the army commander, followed by his corps 
commanders.  The number of corps in a Confederate army varied but most contained at least two corps.  Some 
Confederate armies had four corps, but the average was three.  Each corps usually number between twenty and thirty 
thousand men.  Each corps usually consisted of two or three divisions.  Each division contained anywhere from 
three to five brigades.  Each brigade was composed of regiments.  The size of brigade depended on how many 
regiments composed it.  Some brigades only had three regiments; others had as many as thirteen.  Most Confederate 
armies had a separate cavalry corps, although this was not mandatory.  Artillery batteries were distributed among the 
various divisions and corps. The best way to illustrate this is with an example.  Mosby Monroe Parsons, a 
Missourian, served in the Trans-Mississippi Army from 1862 until its surrender on May 26, 1865.  Between 
November of 1862 and March of 1864, Parsons is listed as commanding the First Brigade of the Third Division of 
the First Corps of the Trans-Mississippi Army. This entry is typical of how the Confederate government kept track 
of the organization of its various armies.  John H. Eicher and David J. Eicher, Civil War High Commands (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2001), 866-886, 892. 
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north to the Mexican border in the south.  Both the United States and the Confederate States 

divided the vast territory in this theater into smaller geographic departments and historians have 

used these department designations when studying the Civil War in the Trans-Mississippi.  

Texas, Arkansas, Missouri, western Louisiana, the Arizona, New Mexico, and Indian Territories 

are all classified as the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department.  On the Union side, territory 

was divided into four departments: The Department of Kansas, the Department of Missouri, the 

Department of New Mexico, and the Department of the Northwest.  These departments 

encompassed the states of Missouri, Illinois, Wisconsin, Minnesota and Kansas, and the 

Nebraska, Dakota, Montana, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona Territories.7 

 While these geographic distinctions have made it easier for historians to study the Civil 

War in the Trans-Mississippi, it has not always been benefited historians to accept these 

boundaries as fixed or immutable.  For example, historians have included the various Indian 

conflicts that occurred in the Trans-Mississippi theater into their overall narrative about the Civil 

War in the Trans-Mississippi.  While it is important to study these Indian conflicts, their origins 

significantly predate the Civil War and they continued after the war was over.  Furthermore, as 

these Indian tribes were not allied with either side during the Civil War, a study of the Indian 

conflicts does not add to our understanding of the struggle between the Union and the 

Confederacy.  Also, some of the geographic departments need restructuring.  The unique location 

of the New Mexico and Arizona Territories on the Mexican border and the wars occurring on 

both sides of that border makes the creation of a new theater by historians necessary.  Recent 

scholarship by Andrew Masich on the Civil War in the Southwest Borderlands makes it clear 

                                                            
7 Eicher, Civil War High Commands, 830, 834, 836, 839. 
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that the war in the Southwest was unique and detached from the broader war occurring to the 

east.8 

While defining the Trans-Mississippi theater has been difficult for historians, defining 

what constitutes the Trans-Mississippi Army has been even more challenging.  One of the few 

troops returns available on the Trans-Mississippi Army is from December of 1862 and it lists the 

Trans-Mississippi Army as being composed of two corps.  The next time the phrase “Trans-

Mississippi Army” is listed in historical records it has three infantry corps and a cavalry corps.  

These entries were made in August of 1864.9  What was the organizational structure of the army 

between December of 1862 and September of 1864?  What troops was the Trans-Mississippi 

Army composed of during this period?  Historians are for the most part divided in their answers 

to these questions.  Dan C. Fullerton in his massive work, Armies in Gray, organizes the Trans-

Mississippi Army in districts from March of 1863 until September of 1864.  When he discusses 

the Trans-Mississippi Army in December of 1862 and from September of 1864 until the 

surrender of the department on May 26, 1865, he uses the term District/Corps.10 For example, in 

September of 1864 he has the troops under Taylor listed as District of Arkansas/1st Corps.  When 

he details the organization of the Trans-Mississippi Army in December of 1862, he labels it as 

District of Arkansas/Trans-Mississippi Army.11  This designation is misleading at best.  Fullerton 

is stating that all the troops in the District of Arkansas constitute the Trans-Mississippi Army.  

This is false because Confederate General Theophilus Holmes did not organize the Confederate 

Trans-Mississippi Department in this fashion.  Holmes envisioned an army that would operate 

                                                            
8 Andrew E. Masich, The Civil War in the Southwest Borderlands (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2018) 
9 Ibid., 892. 
10 Dan Fullerton, Armies in Gray: The Organizational History of the Confederate States Army in the Civil War, 
1861-1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2017), 738-740.  
11 Ibid., 310-313. 
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separately from troops in the Districts.  While the Trans-Mississippi Army operated exclusively 

in Arkansas during this period, there were other troops in Arkansas that operated separately from 

the Trans-Mississippi Army, including militia troops.  Fullerton creates his organizational tables 

from troop returns pulled from the Official Records as well as other primary sources, so any 

organizational confusion lies with those who originally compiled the returns and not with 

Fullerton.  Nonetheless, the result has been a lack of clarity about the Trans-Mississippi Army’s 

organization. 

 Eicher, in his massive tome, Civil War High Commands, cannot be given the same pass.  

Published sixteen years before Fullerton’s work, Civil War High Commands effectively confuses 

anyone who attempts to study the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army.  Like Fullerton, Eicher 

lists the Trans-Mississippi Army organization in 1862 and 1864 to 1865.  Between 1863 and 

September of 1864, Eicher organizes the troops by districts.  The confusion begins when Eicher 

details the careers of individual Confederate generals who served in the Trans-Mississippi Army.  

For example, he lists Brig. Gen, Mosby Monroe Parsons as commanding a division in the 1st 

Corps of the Trans-Mississippi Army from November of 1862 until March of 1864.12 Eicher 

makes this claim but makes no reference to a separate Trans-Mississippi Army existing in 1863, 

much less one that is divided into corps.  Eicher has the Trans-Mississippi Army divided into 

districts in 1863.  Which district constitutes the 1st Corps?  If there is a Trans-Mississippi Army 

why did Eicher not list its organizational structure in his section under Confederate armies?  

Eicher makes no attempt to answer these questions or to clear up the confusion regarding the 

organization of the Trans-Mississippi Army in 1863. 

                                                            
12 Eicher, Civil War High Commands, 417. 
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Historians who have studied the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department between 

1863 and 1865 have consistently combined military operations with the other functions that were 

going on in the department. In James Nichols’s study, The Confederate Quartermaster in the 

Trans-Mississippi, he makes no distinction between the Confederate Trans-Mississippi 

Department and the Trans-Mississippi Army when discussing the operations of the 

Quartermaster Bureau.  In 1972, Robert L. Kerby published Kirby Smith’s Confederacy: The 

Trans-Mississippi South, 1861-1865.13  This ground-breaking work was one of the first full-

length treatments ever written about the Civil War in the Trans-Mississippi.  While Kerby’s 

work is excellent, he makes no distinction in his monograph between the Trans-Mississippi 

Department and the Trans-Mississippi Army.  William Royston Geise, in his 1974 dissertation, 

studies all the Confederate forces in the Trans-Mississippi theater from 1861 to 1865 but focuses 

almost exclusively on the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department.  Geise makes no reference 

to a Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army that operated independently from other troops in the 

department.  Recently, one author has made a distinction between the Trans-Mississippi Army 

and the Trans-Mississippi Department.14   In his book A Crisis In Confederate Command, Jeffery 

S. Prushankin examines the feud that developed between Edmund Kirby Smith and Richard 

Taylor.  Prushankin focuses solely on the Trans-Mississippi Army and the power struggle that 

occurred between Kirby Smith and Taylor.15 

Prushankin highlights a problem that occurred in the Trans-Mississippi that future 

historians would do well to take note of.  The Confederates always assigned one person to 

                                                            
13James L. Nichols, The Confederate Quartermaster in the Trans-Mississippi (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1964).; Robert L. Kerby, Kirby Smith’s Confederacy. The Trans-Mississippi South, 1861-1865 (Tuscaloosa: The 
University of Alabama Press, 1972). 
14 William Royston Geise, “The Confederate Military Forces in the Trans-Mississippi West, 1861-1865: A Study in 
Command” Ph.D. dissertation, (University of Texas at Austin, 1974). 
15 Jeffery Prushankin, A Crisis in Confederate Command: Edmund Kirby Smith, Richard Taylor, and the Army of the 
Trans-Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2005). 
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command both the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army and the Confederate Trans-Mississippi 

Department.  Due to the size of the department and the joint responsibilities of running the 

department and the army, it was impossible for one commander to competently execute all his 

duties.  A second commander was needed to take command of the army or the department.  

Holmes recognized this early in his tenure as commander of the Trans-Mississippi Department 

and asked President Jefferson Davis to send someone to command the army or someone to 

replace him as department commander so that he could command the army.16  It is unknown how 

seriously Davis took this proposal because he relieved Holmes and replaced him with a single 

individual: Kirby Smith.  Davis briefly divided the Trans-Mississippi Department before Kirby 

Smith arrived and then later reunified it under Kirby Smith.  Whether this was in response to 

Holmes’s request or criticism from the various Confederate governors in the Trans-Mississippi is 

unknown.  Davis’s experiment with dual Trans-Mississippi commanders was brief and he hastily 

returned to the model of one commander with control over the army and the department.17  The 

failure of the Confederate government to provide separate commanders for the department and 

the army would have dire consequences for Confederate fortunes in the Trans-Mississippi.18  

Without an overall commander in the field, the Trans-Mississippi Army marched to defeat at 

Prairie Grove.  In 1864, Taylor committed what was justifiably insubordination by attacking 

when Kirby Smith had given him explicit orders not to.  With Kirby Smith absent from the field, 

there was no one to stop Taylor from doing as he wished.  Fortunately, Taylor was a competent 

                                                            
16 O.R. Series I, Vol. 13, pp. 898-899. 
17 Eicher, Civil War High Commands, 890-891. 
18 In the spring of 1865, several Confederate officers launched a mini coup that ousted Kirby Smith as commander 
of the Trans-Mississippi Army and replaced him with Buckner.  The move was largely symbolic as Kirby Smith 
outranked Buckner and was ordered to report to him. In any case, the move came too late in the war to have any 
impact on the operations of the Trans-Mississippi Army. 
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commander and won the battle.  However, Kirby Smith’s rage at Taylor over his insubordination 

caused him to miss a strategic opportunity that might have altered the course of the war  

Considering that historians cannot agree on the organization of the Trans-Mississippi 

Army in 1863, it is little wonder that the movements of that army in 1863 have been neglected.  

The basic narrative is that Holmes failed to create a department and that when Kirby Smith came 

in, he had to spend all of 1863 reorganizing the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department and 

the Trans-Mississippi Army.  This narrative is false and could not be further from the truth.  The 

Trans-Mississippi Army attempted to help their comrades trapped at Vicksburg by re-

establishing control of the Mississippi River by launching an attack from the western side.  These 

campaigns, while long neglected, are finally starting to be given scholarly treatment.  Donald 

Frazier’s Louisiana quadrille series has gone a long way in helping us understand the 1863 

campaigns in Louisiana.  Taylor’s biographer, T. Michael Parrish, devotes a good portion of his 

narrative to the 1863 campaigns in western Louisiana.  Prushankin, in A Crisis in Confederate 

Command, devotes the first sixty pages of his book to the 1863 campaigns.19  Combined with 

Edwin Bearss’s excellent 1961 essay on the Battle of Helena, the military picture in the Trans-

Mississippi in 1863 becomes clearer.20  Troops in the District of Arkansas and the District of 

Western Louisiana worked together to try to re-open the Mississippi River.   Despite what Anne 

                                                            
19  To date, Frazier has published three of the four books in the quadrille.  The fourth is due out in 2020.  Donald S. 
Frazier, Fire in the Cane Field: The Federal Invasion of Louisiana and Texas, January 1861-January 1863 (Austin, 
Tex. State House Press, 2009).; Donald S. Frazier, Thunder Across the Swamp: The Fight for the Lower Mississippi, 
February 1863-May 1863 (Austin, Tex.: State House Press 2011).; Donald S. Frazier, Blood on the Bayou: 
Vicksburg, Port Hudson, and the Trans-Mississippi (Buffalo Gap, Tex. State House Press, 2015).; T. Michael 
Parrish, Richard Taylor: Soldier Prince of Dixie (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1992).; 
Prushankin, A Crisis in Confederate Command, 1-61.  
20 Edwin Bearss, “The Battle of Helena, July 4, 1863” The Arkansas Historical Quarterly, Vol. 20, No. 3 (Autumn, 
1961), 256-297. 
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J. Bailey has said, there was a clear Confederate strategy in the Trans-Mississippi theater during 

this period.21  

While historians have neglected examining military events that occurred in the Trans-

Mississippi in 1863, the same cannot be said for 1864.  The Red River Campaign, which took 

place between March and May of 1864, is by far the most studied campaign in the Trans-

Mississippi theater.  Apart from Ludwell Johnson’s excellent Red River Campaign study 

published in 1958, all the scholarship on the Red River Campaign has been published since the 

1990s.  The other significant military event that occurred in 1864 was Price’s raid into Missouri 

in the fall of 1864.  Published in 2015, Kyle S. Sinisi’s book, The Last Hurrah, can arguably be 

called the definitive work on Price’s disastrous raid through Missouri.22   

As the Confederacy collapsed in 1865, the men in the Trans-Mississippi Army raided 

commissary and supply stores and began marching home.  Thousands more refused to live under 

Union rule and fled to Mexico, Brazil, and Venezuela.  The collapse of the Trans-Mississippi 

Army is well-documented in Bradley Clampitt’s doctoral dissertation.  There have been multiple 

works examining the Confederate exodus to Mexico and South America.  Among the best are 

Andrew Rolle’s The Lost Cause: The Confederate Exodus to Mexico and Alfred and Kathryn 

Hanna’s monograph, Confederate Exiles in Venezuela.  Several studies have also examined the 

defiant march of Major General Joseph O. Shelby’s Iron Brigade into Mexico.23  

                                                            
21 Steven E. Woodworth., ed, The American Civil War: A Handbook of Literature and Research (Westport: 
Greenwood Press, 1996), 287-297. 
22 Johnson, Red River Campaign.  The best works on the Red River Campaign are undoubtedly Gary Joiner’s three 
monographs on the campaign. Gary Dillard Joiner, One Damn Blunder from Beginning to End: The Red River 
Campaign of 1864 (New York: SR Books, 2003).; Gary D. Joiner, Through the Howling Wilderness: The 1864 Red 
River Campaign and the Union Failure in the West  (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 2006).; Gary D. 
Joiner, The Red River Campaign: The Union’s Final Attempt to Invade Texas (Buffalo Gap: State House Press, 
2014).; Sinisi, The Last Hurrah. 
23 Bradley R. Clampitt, “The Break-up of the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army, 1865” Ph. D. dissertation. 
(University of North Texas, 2001).; Andrew Rolle, The Lost Cause: The Confederate Exodus to Mexico (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1992).; Alfred Jackson Hanna and Kathryn Abbey Hanna, Confederate Exiles in 
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Apart from Sinisi, historians of the Confederate military in the Trans-Mississippi have 

focused exclusively on infantry operations.  Those interested in studying the operations and 

organization of Confederate cavalry and artillery in the Trans-Mississippi Army have long been 

disappointed by the lack of attention given to these two important branches of the Trans-

Mississippi Army.  Edward G. Longacre has written monographs on the cavalry of the Army of 

Northern Virginia and the Army of Tennessee but apparently his interest in Confederate cavalry 

operations ends at the Mississippi River. Even his book on mounted raids in the Civil War 

excludes the Trans-Mississippi theater.24  West of the Mississippi River, the only author to have 

seriously examined cavalry operations in the Trans-Mississippi is Stephen B. Oates.  Oates’s 

1961 study, Confederate Cavalry West of the River, is an excellent place to start but focuses 

mostly on Confederate organization and supply of cavalry in the Trans-Mississippi in 1862.  

There is a short chapter on Confederate cavalry raids into Missouri, but he only lists four raids 

and offers very brief narratives of these raids.  Oates also completely ignores the Red River 

campaign and cavalry operations in 1863 and 1864. His article on supplying the cavalry in the 

Trans-Mississippi merely summarizes what is in his monograph.25  Confederate artillery in the 

Trans-Mississippi Army has fared even worse.  Alwyn Barr is the only one who has given this 

area serious scholarly attention, but his brief article covers Confederate artillery in the whole 

Trans-Mississippi Department.  No special attention is given to the Trans-Mississippi Army.26   

                                                            
Venezuela (Tuscaloosa: Confederate Publishing Company, Inc.,1960). The best work on Shelby’s March is Anthony 
Arthur, General Jo Shelby’s March (New York: Random House, 2010). 
24 Edward G. Longacre, Lee’s Cavalrymen: A History of the Mounted Forces of the Army of Northern Virginia, 
1861-1865 (Mechanicsburg: Stackpole Books, 2002).; Edward G. Longacre, Cavalry of the Heartland: The Mounted 
Forces of the Army of Tennessee (Yardley: Westholme Publishing LLC, 2009).; Edward G. Longacre, Mounted 
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No study of the Trans-Mississippi Army would be complete without studying the high 

command, in this case general officers.  Seventy-three men served as Confederate generals at 

various times in the Trans-Mississippi theater between 1861 and 1865.  Of these seventy-three, 

ninety percent, or sixty-six, served in the Trans-Mississippi Army in some capacity. Of the sixty-

six generals that served in the Trans-Mississippi Army, only eighteen have been the subject of a 

scholarly biography.  The quality of these biographies is questionable and only four can claim to 

be the definitive study of their subject.  Biographies of both commanders of the Trans-

Mississippi exist but Joseph Parks’ biography of Edmund Kirby Smith is over sixty years old and 

Hilderman did such a poor job on his biography of Theophilus Holmes that it pains academic 

historians to call it a biography.27  Biographies have been written on all the corps commanders of 

the Trans-Mississippi Army except for John G. Walker, although a biography is rumored to be in 

the works, and Parrish’s biography of Richard Taylor is without question the best.28  As is 

typical in the study of the Trans-Mississippi Army, only two biographies exist on cavalry 

generals who served in the Trans-Mississippi Army.  Jerry Ponder’s biography of John S. 

Marmaduke is of very low quality and is out of print and Daniel O’Flaherty’s fanciful biography 

of Joseph Shelby is over sixty years old and reads more like a fast-paced novel than a serious 

scholarly work.29  To put it bluntly, most of the biographies that have been written about 

generals who served in the Trans-Mississippi Army are outdated, of inferior quality, and lack 

credibility among Civil War scholars.  Fortunately for the serious student of the Trans-

Mississippi Army, Lawrence Lee Hewitt and Arthur W. Bergeron Jr. have returned academic 

                                                            
27 Joseph H. Parks, General Edmund Kirby Smith, C.S.A (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1954).; 
Walter C. Hilderman III, Theophilus Hunter Holmes (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2014). 
28 Parrish, Richard Taylor. 
29Jerry Ponder, Major General John S. Marmaduke, C.S.A (Mason T.X.: Ponder Books, 1999).; Daniel O’Flaherty, 
General Jo Shelby: Undefeated Rebel (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1954). 
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standards to the study of Confederate generals in the Trans-Mississippi.  Expanding on their 

previous work in the western theater, they have edited two volumes of essays on Confederate 

generals in the Trans-Mississippi.30  Focusing solely on the Trans-Mississippi Civil War service 

of seventeen generals, Hewitt and Bergeron add new perspectives to the well-established 

scholarship of famous generals such as Richard Taylor and Edmund Kirby Smith, while also 

drawing attention to generals who had previously received no attention at all such as Mosby 

Monroe Parson, Richard M. Gano, and Thomas J. Churchill.  Hopefully, the interest that Hewitt 

and Bergeron have generated with their work will result in some decent scholarly output on 

Confederate generals who served in the Trans-Mississippi Army.    

As has been demonstrated above, there is no scholarly work that focuses exclusively on 

the Trans-Mississippi Army and there are serious issues that the historian faces if he/she wishes 

to tackle this task.  While these issues present significant challenges to the historian attempting to 

write about the Trans-Mississippi Army, the main reason why scholars have never attempted 

such a work is the belief by many Trans-Mississippi Civil War historians that the events that 

occurred west of the Mississippi River had no significance on the larger Civil War narrative.  

This is also the reason that the Trans-Mississippi theater has, until recently, been largely left in 

historical oblivion.  It is difficult to argue with Anne J. Bailey, a prominent Trans-Mississippi 

Civil War historian, when she stated that “The fighting west of the Mississippi did not affect the 

war’s outcome”, but historians have been trying and failing to argue against Bailey’s statement 

since the 1950s.31 Historians have failed in these attempts because they examine the Civil War in 

the Trans-Mississippi west from a completely military perspective.  The worst offender to do this 

                                                            
30 Lawrence Lee Hewitt, Arthur W. Bergeron Jr., and Thomas E. Schott, eds, Confederate Generals in the Trans-
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Steven Woodworth.  In a 1990 journal article, he argued that the trans-Mississippi Confederacy 

was lost because Davis failed to create a military command structure that encouraged 

cooperation between departments on both sides of the Mississippi River.32  As far as Woodworth 

is concerned the western border of the Confederacy was the Mississippi River after July of 1863.  

Obviously, the trans-Mississippi Confederacy existed long past July of 1863 and the Trans-

Mississippi Army was there to defend it until the final surrender.   

Anne Bailey is an excellent historian, but she is wrong when she argues that the fighting 

west of the Mississippi River did not affect the war’s outcome.  While the Trans-Mississippi 

Army never joined forces with the Army of Tennessee or the Army of Northern Virginia to alter 

the war’s outcome, their successful defense of the trans-Mississippi west produced economic, 

political, and logistical benefits that far exceeded anything they could do on the battlefield.  Even 

though their contributions were not enough to alter the outcome of the war, they most definitely 

prolonged it.  The battles of Galveston and Sabine Pass are small in comparison to battles in the 

eastern and western theaters, but they are just as significant as Antietam or Chancellorsville 

when examined from an economic perspective.  By successfully repelling several amphibious 

invasions and maintaining control of ports in Texas and Louisiana, the Trans-Mississippi Army 

ensured that hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of cotton found its way to Europe and then 

back into the Confederacy in the form of guns, ammunition, medicine, and other supplies.  While 

the Trans-Mississippi Army failed to cross the Mississippi River and come to the aid of their 

fellow Confederates in Vicksburg, they did keep them well supplied until June of 1863 with a 

supply line that stretched from the Rio Grande to the Mississippi River.  Despite what 

Woodworth has stated, the Trans-Mississippi Confederacy was not lost in 1863 largely due to the 
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relationship between the commander of the Trans-Mississippi Army and the trans-Mississippi 

governors.  Theophilus Holmes and Edmund Kirby Smith performed the herculean and almost 

unnoticed task of keeping the trans-Mississippi governors from seceding from the Confederacy 

and forming their own nation.  Each of these events in their own way prolonged the war but 

when taken together they form an impressive list of accomplishments by the largest Confederate 

field army west of the Mississippi River. 

 While this thesis is about the Trans-Mississippi Army, its unique approach to the subject 

means that it will differ from the standard army biography.  The first chapter will discuss the 

organization of the Trans-Mississippi Army.  The second chapter will give a brief overview of 

the Trans-Mississippi Army’s campaigns.  Chapter three will examine the Trans-Mississippi 

Army’s role in blockade running, as well as the Confederate supply line that ran from the Rio 

Grande to the Mississippi River, and chapter four will examine the relationship that Theophilus 

Holmes and Edmund Kirby Smith had with the trans-Mississippi governors.  Chapter five will 

examine how the Trans-Mississippi Army collapsed in the spring of 1865.  While not as well-

known or studied as the Army of Northern Virginia or the Army of Tennessee, the Trans-

Mississippi Army made a positive contribution to the overall Confederate war effort by 

successfully defending its assigned territory to ensure that the trans-Mississippi states stayed in 

the Confederacy, that supply routes between the Rio Grande and the Mississippi River stayed 

open, and that the blockade running through trans-Mississippi ports and Matamoros would be 

successful. 
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Chapter 1: Organization of the Trans-Mississippi Army 
 

While the Trans-Mississippi Army was similar in organization and composition to other 

Confederate armies serving east of the Mississippi River, there were some distinct differences.  

These differences played a vital role in the Trans-Mississippi Army’s ability to defend the Trans-

Mississippi Confederacy as well as their vital supply routes in Texas and western Louisiana.  

When Theophilus Holmes arrived in Arkansas in July of 1862, he found himself in command of 

the largest department in the Confederacy.  The department that Holmes inherited included the 

states of Arkansas, Texas, Missouri, all of Louisiana west of the Mississippi River, as well as the 

Arizona, New Mexico, and Indian territories.  To defend his department, Holmes had roughly 

fifty thousand troops spread across 400,000 square miles.  The defensive needs of such a vast 

department negated the general principal of concentration that Holmes and his fellow generals 

had been taught at West Point.  Holmes had to leave a certain number of troops in each district to 

provide defense, but he also needed a mobile force that could move throughout the department, 

meeting enemy threats or taking the initiative and launching attacks in Union-controlled 

territory.  To this end Holmes created the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army on September 26, 

1862. 

Having created the Trans-Mississippi Army, Holmes now looked for a general to lead it.  

In a letter to Adjutant and Inspector General Samuel Cooper, Holmes requested that a lieutenant 

general be assigned to command the newly created army.  If this were not possible, Holmes 

requested that Davis assign a general of sufficient rank to command the department while he 

commanded the army.33  The reason for this request was clear: Holmes believed that it was 

                                                            
33 Holmes to Cooper, October 26, 1862, O.R. Vol. 13, pg. 899.  Ironically Holmes would receive a letter the next 
day informing him that he had been promoted to lieutenant general. Holmes would decline the promotion in a letter 
to Jefferson Davis, leaving it up to Davis whether the promotion should be upheld (it was).  Randolph to Holmes, 
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impossible for him to successfully command both the Trans-Mississippi Army and the Trans-

Mississippi Department simultaneously.34  While Holmes was correct in his assessment that the 

department needed two commanders, his advice went unheeded.  Except for a brief period in 

May of 1865, the commander of the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department also retained 

command of the army. 

While Holmes waited for a response from Richmond, he continued to organize the Trans-

Mississippi Army.  Holmes divided the army into two corps, one commanded by Major General 

Thomas C. Hindman and the second by himself.  The First Corps under Hindman consisted of 

three divisions commanded by brigadier generals John Roane, James Rains, and Mosby M. 

Parsons.  The First Corps numbered just under twenty-thousand men, spread across Arkansas 

and the Indian Territory. The Second Corps, commanded by Holmes himself, consisted of two 

divisions under brigadier generals Henry McCulloch and Allison Nelson. The Second Corps was 

composed entirely of Texas cavalrymen on their way to the eastern and western theaters whom 

Holmes had impressed into his army.  This force of approximately ten thousand was spread 

across Arkansas in various camps of instruction.35  By the end of September, Holmes had an 

army numbering almost thirty thousand spread across Arkansas and the Indian Territory.  In 

addition to the Trans-Mississippi Army, Holmes had six thousand men at various posts to defend 

the District of Arkansas.36 

Even though the Trans-Mississippi Army was a new unit, there were many senior officers 

who had combat experience.  Among the corps and division commanders, all had seen action 

                                                            
October 27, 1862, O.R. Vol 13, pg. 906; Holmes to Davis, November 9, 1862, Lynda Laswell Crist, ed, The Papers 
of Jefferson Davis, Vol. 8, pg. 484. 
34 Holmes was more farsighted than historians have generally given him credit for, and he realized that the army and 
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35 Fullerton, Armies in Gray, 183-184. 
36 Ibid., 184-185. 
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prior to the Civil War in the Mexican American War, the various Indian wars along the frontier, 

and in the case of Allison Nelson, filibustering expeditions to Cuba.  By the end of September of 

1862, both corps commanders and three of the five division commanders had seen combat in the 

Civil War.  The level of inexperience was much worse at the brigade level, with only four of the 

nine brigade commanders having combat experience in the Civil War.37  The same level of 

experience could not be said of the common soldier in the Trans-Mississippi Army or the 

regiments they fought in.  Between the two corps, there were fifty-eight units divided among 

infantry cavalry, and artillery.  Of these units, only ten had prior Civil War combat experience 

(See Figure 1).  The situation was most noticeable in the Second Corps where none of the senior 

officers or any of the units had seen combat.  Surprisingly, these Texas soldiers and officers 

would not see combat until 1863, a dubious accomplishment considering that the war would be 

two years old by then.38 

Figure 1. Combat Experience of the Trans-Mississippi Army in September 1862 

Unit Type Number of Units Units with Combat 

Experience 

Units without Combat 

Experience 

Infantry 19 2 17 

Cavalry  15 5 10 

Artillery 7 3 4 

Total 41 10 31 

                                                            
37 Eicher, Civil War High Commands, 184, 297, 302, 377, 384, 405, 417, 444, 455, 482, 608; Bruce S. Allardice, 
More Generals in Gray (Baton Rouge: Louisiana University Press, 1995), 155.; Bruce S. Allardice, Confederate 
Colonels: A Biographical Register (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2008), 82, 148, 362, 411. 
38Joseph H. Crute, Jr., Units of the Confederate States Army (Gaithersburg, MD: Old Soldier Books, Inc., 1987).  
Given their discipline issues and the debacle at Arkansas Post, Holmes was reluctant to use Texas troops in any 
capacity, so they rarely saw combat during his tenure as commander of the Trans-Mississippi Army.  The only 
Texas troops that saw combat were captured at the Battle of Arkansas Post on January 11, 1863. 
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*Information for this table compiled from John H. Eicher and David J. Eicher. Civil War High Commands. Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2001 and Joseph H. Crute, Jr. Units of the Confederate States Army. Gaithersburg, MD: 

Old Soldier Book, Inc., 1987. 

Unfortunately, combat experience was not the only thing Holmes’s new army lacked. As 

soon as Holmes assumed command, he began complaining to Richmond about the lack of 

money, arms, and supplies in the Department.  Inflation and the nearly worthless Confederate 

currency forced Holmes to turn to impressment and home manufacture to supply the needs of his 

army.  By the end of September 1862, Holmes had established supply depots across the Trans-

Mississippi Department, tasked with supplying not only his army but his district commands as 

well.  What Holmes could not manufacture, he impressed.  He even went so far as to impress 

supplies that had been run through the blockade into trans-Mississippi ports for other 

departments.  Arms proved to be another issue entirely, and Holmes relied on arms shipments 

from east of the Mississippi River.39  

Despite his assurance to Davis that he would “take the army as he found it,” by the fall of 

1862 Holmes had completely reorganized his command and created the Trans-Mississippi 

Army.40  Now that his reorganization was complete Holmes could turn his attention to what he 

considered to be a major deficiency in his command: a lack of discipline.  In Holmes’s mind this 

was particularly the case with his Texas troops, whom he considered to be worthless.  He 

repeatedly requested that general officers be sent to him to replace the colonels in his Texas 

regiments.  To Holmes, a prime example of the discipline issues among the Texans was Brig. 

Gen. Allison Nelson’s brigade. Nelson’s colonels had been continuously squabbling about rank 

since Nelson took command and discipline had all but deteriorated.  Nelson’s colonels resented 
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the fact that Holmes had placed Nelson in command of the brigade, and they felt that they had 

seniority over Nelson and that one of their own should be placed in command of the brigade.  

Holmes spent the better part of three hours locked in a room with the squabbling colonels while 

he sorted out the command seniority issue.  Holmes’s opinion of the whole affair is clear in a 

letter he wrote to Nelson right after his session with the colonels.  In what can only be described 

as a written dressing down, Holmes berated the poor brigadier general for not asserting control 

over his brigade and squashing dissent amongst his junior officers.41 None of the principals 

involved enhanced their reputations in the affair and Holmes’s cringeworthy letter becomes more 

so in light of the fact that Nelson died on October 7, 1862 of typhoid fever.42 

Undoubtedly, Holmes’s opinions of Texas troops and their officers is derived from his 

education at West Point and his many decades as a U.S. army officer.  Southern soldiers were 

individualistic by nature and Texas soldiers took it to the extreme.  Accustomed to life on the 

frontier and Indian fighting, Texas soldiers had no use for formal military training and were 

notorious for being completely undisciplined in camp.   What they lacked in formal military 

training and discipline they more than made up for in combat.  Hood’s Texas Brigade was the 

crack unit in the Army of Northern Virginia and Granbury’s Texas Brigade was considered the 

best unit in Maj. Gen. Patrick Cleburne’s Division, the premier division in the Army of 

Tennessee.  In the Trans-Mississippi Army, Walker’s Texas Division would become the premier 

division in the entire army, earning the nickname Walker’s Greyhounds.  Holmes’s low opinion 

of Texans was equally reciprocated by the various Texas regiments forced to serve under him.  

W.W. Heartsill, a sergeant in the W.P. Lane Rangers, was especially critical of Holmes, writing 
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that he “could write his orders in a sandbank” and calling into question Holmes’s military 

judgment.43  Captain Elijah P. Petty of Walker’s Texas Division wrote “I look upon Genl 

H[Holmes] as a dilapidated old Granny and a drunkard besides.  He has done no good nor ever 

will here.”44   

While Holmes was correct about the Texans lack of discipline, he failed to understand 

that the main reason for their poor discipline was that they had been removed from their natural 

element.  Texans were known to be fierce fighters, but they also did that fighting on horseback.  

At that time, a Texan never walked if he could ride and the Confederate government’s decision 

to dismount the majority of the Texas troops after they had been recruited as cavalry units was a 

severe blow to their morale.  Making the transition from cavalry to infantry only exasperated the 

discipline issues and it took longer to mold the Texas troops into hardened veterans.  For their 

part, the Texans were unaccustomed to infantry life and resented the constant marching and 

counter-marching that they were ordered to do.  Not being able to see the larger strategic picture 

clouded their assessment of Holmes’s leadership.  Also, even though the Confederate 

government in Richmond ordered the Texans dismounted, the soldiers blamed Holmes as he 

represented Confederate authority in the Trans-Mississippi.45 

To Holmes, lack of discipline was an issue with other troops in the Trans-Mississippi 

Army as well.  Holmes found the conduct of his Indian troops to be particularly frustrating.  

Albert Pike, the commander of the Indian Brigade, had been a thorn in Holmes’s side since he 

entered the department.  Pike had resigned as commander of the Indian Brigade to protest what 
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he saw as gross neglect and malfeasance on the part of the Confederate government, particularly 

Hindman.  After going to Texas, Pike had changed his mind and reentered the Indian Territory, 

intent on retaking command of his old brigade.  Hindman issued an arrest order for Pike and 

when Holmes arrived in the department, he reissued it.  While he was being hunted down as a 

fugitive from justice, Pike wrote long and tedious letters to Davis proclaiming his innocence.  

Pike was eventually arrested, released, and resigned as commander of the Indian Brigade.  The 

Indian troops were notoriously undisciplined and under Pike’s command had committed 

atrocities at the Battle of Pea Ridge.  Douglas Cooper, who replaced Pike as commander of the 

Indian Brigade, had as much luck establishing discipline as Pike had and battlefield depredations 

continued whenever the Indian Brigade served in the Trans-Mississippi Army.46   

What galled Holmes the most was how expensive and useless the Indian troops were.  In 

1861, Pike had negotiated treaties with many Indian Tribes including the Five Civilized Tribes: 

Cherokee, Creek, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Seminole.  Under the new treaties, the Confederacy 

agreed to take on the obligations that the U.S. government had been assigned under the old 

treaties.  This meant that the Confederate government now had to provide yearly monetary 

payments, clothing, and supplies to the Indians.  In addition to these obligations they also had to 

arm, equip, and pay for the various Indian regiments that were mustered into Confederate 

service.  In addition to these stipulations, it was also agreed that the Indian regiments would not 

serve outside the Indian Territory unless they volunteered to do so.  This arrangement worked 

well enough in 1861 as the Confederate Indians drove Union Indians completely out of the 

Indian Territory into Kansas.  By the fall of 1862, Union Indian regiments had returned and had 

begun moving deeper into the Indian Territory.    To Holmes, the Indian troops could not seem to 
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stop Union encroachment into the Indian Territory and in most instances, they refused to fight 

outside the Indian Territory.  When they did fight, they made at best a minimal contribution to 

the Confederate battlefield effort.  They refused to make standard cavalry or infantry charges and 

they were so terrified of artillery that they were easily dispersed by even the smallest amount of 

cannon fire.  In a department short on everything, Holmes refused to throw good money after bad 

and provided the Indian Brigade with minimal supplies.47  

 When Edmund Kirby Smith arrived to assume command of the Trans-Mississippi 

Department on March 31, 1863, he dissolved the mobile army and organized his forces by 

district.  When Kirby Smith assumed command, he had forty-three thousand troops spread across 

three districts.  In the District of Arkansas, Theophilus Holmes commanded twenty-five soldiers 

divided into four divisions led by generals Sterling Price, John G. Walker, William Steele, and 

John S. Marmaduke.  In Texas, John B. Magruder commanded twelve thousand troops in the 

District of Texas, and in the District of Western Louisiana, Major General Richard Taylor 

commanded six thousand men.48 

Except for a few minor command changes, Kirby Smith maintained this organization 

structure until the conclusion of the Red River Campaign.  In preparation of Price’s invasion of 

Missouri, Kirby Smith reorganized the Trans-Mississippi Army into four infantry corps and a 

cavalry corps.  Simon B. Buckner commanded the sixty-eight hundred soldiers in the First 

Corps.  In Arkansas, John B. Magruder commanded twenty thousand-man corps divided into 

three divisions led by generals Thomas Churchill, Mosby M. Parsons, and John Wharton.  In 

Texas, Major General John G. Walker commanded the nine thousand troops that comprised the 
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Third Corps.  Thomas P. Dockery was given command of a reserve corps to collect conscripts in 

Arkansas and Texas.49 

Discipline continued to be a problem throughout the Trans-Mississippi Army’s entire 

existence but under Kirby Smith, it reached new lows.  As usual, the Texans were at the forefront 

of the discipline crisis.  In his memoirs, Confederate Major General Richard Taylor wrote about 

the Texas troops he had received in the summer of 1863 stating, “The men were hardy and many 

of the officers brave and zealous, but the value of these qualities was lessened by lack of 

discipline. Their experience in war was limited to hunting down Comanches and Lipans, and, as 

in all new societies, distinctions of rank were unknown.  Officers and men addressed each other 

as Tom, Dick, or Harry, and had no more conception of military gradations than of the celestial 

hierarchy of the poets”.50  In the summer of 1864, a large portion of Walker’s Texas Division 

mutinied and deserted when told they would have to cross the Mississippi River and fight in 

Tennessee.  While most of these men returned after a short time, it highlighted the ongoing 

discipline issues among the Texas troops.51 

Discipline issues were common in all regiments of the Trans-Mississippi Army.  In 1864, 

Joseph Shelby attempted to bring organization and discipline to conscript troops in Arkansas.  

Shelby wrote that among these new soldiers he found, “no organization, no concentration, no 

discipline, no law, no leaders, no nothing.”52  By the summer of 1864, thousands of Texas, 

Missouri, and Arkansas soldiers who had deserted their regiments were roaming the Arkansas 

countryside.  Exasperated from trying to restore order to the chaos, Shelby issued a final 
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ultimatum.  “You shall fight for the North or South.  I will enlist you in the Confederate army; or 

I will drive you into the Federal ranks.  You shall not remain idle spectators of a dream enacted 

before your eyes.”53  Shelby’s ultimatum failed to have the desired effect and the Arkansas 

countryside became more dangerous as the war neared its end. 

While most discipline issues occurred in camp or resulted in desertion, discipline issues 

could emerge during combat.  During Kirby Smith’s tenure as commander of the Trans-

Mississippi Army, his soldiers committed two massacres of African American soldiers.  The first 

massacre occurred during the Battle of Milliken’s Bend in the summer of 1863.  Even though 

Walker’s Texas Division lost the battle they inflicted three times as many casualties as they 

received.  The bulk of these Union casualties were in the 9th Louisiana Infantry Regiment, also 

known as the African Brigade.  The high number of casualties sustained by the African Brigade 

led many to claim that the Confederates had massacred African American soldiers.  Union 

reports state that Confederates fought under a black flag and a skull and bones flag and 

massacred African American soldiers that were wounded or had surrendered.  Some Confederate 

accounts state that the Texas soldiers fought under the black flag but most Confederate reports 

state that they took large numbers of African American prisoners and turned them over to the 

Confederate government so that they could be returned to their owners.  While there is some 

debate on whether the Confederates massacred African American soldiers, it is known 

definitively that they executed two white officers from the African Brigade.  While this practice 

was perfectly legal in the Confederacy, Union officials viewed it as a war crime.54 
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The second massacre occurred during the Camden Expedition in the spring of 1864.  

Arkansas and Missouri cavalry led by John S. Marmaduke ambushed a Union supply train at 

Poison Spring on its way back to the Union army stationed at Camden.  In addition to destroying 

almost two hundred wagons and all the supplies that the Union forces had gathered, they also 

turned their attention to the 1st Kansas Colored Infantry.  During the battle, the 1st Kansas had 

repulsed two charges made by the Confederates but broke during the third charge.  The 

Confederates refused to take the wounded African American troops prisoner and executed them 

on the battlefield.  The Native American soldiers then scalped and stripped the bodies.55  While 

both Holmes and Kirby Smith struggled with discipline issues, both massacres took place when 

Kirby Smith was in command and desertions and discipline issues were far more common in 

Kirby Smith’s command than they had been under Holmes. 

Perhaps the largest discipline issue in the Trans-Mississippi Army came at the end of the 

war.  When news of the Army of Northern Virginia’s surrender reached the Trans-Mississippi 

Confederacy, the soldiers in the Trans-Mississippi Army began to desert.  Beginning in mid-

April of 1865, soldiers began deserting individually and in small groups.  What started as a 

trickle soon became a flood and by May whole regiments were deserting and going home.  When 

Kirby Smith finally surrendered the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department on May 26, 

1865, he did it alone.  Every soldier in the Trans-Mississippi Army had deserted and gone home 

or were making their way across the Rio Grande into Mexico. 

While the Trans-Mississippi Army was similar in organizational structure to the Army of 

Northern Virginia and the Army of Tennessee, it was by far the most unique of the three armies.  

While small numbers of African Americans fought in all three armies, the Army of Northern 
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Virginia and the Army of Tennessee were almost entirely white.  The Trans-Mississippi Army, 

however, was the most racially diverse of the three armies.  The Trans-Mississippi Army’s 

geographic location ensured that it would be the most diverse of the three.  Its proximity to the 

Mexican border and the fact that the Indian Territory was included in its domain meant that large 

numbers of Native Americans and small numbers of Hispanics would serve in the Trans-

Mississippi Army.  Fifteen hundred Native Americans served in the Trans-Mississippi Army and 

they accounted for the bulk of the racial diversity.  Three percent of all soldiers in the Trans-

Mississippi Army were Native American and Stand Watie became the only Native American to 

be promoted to brigadier general in the Confederate army during the war.56 

Hispanics who served in the Trans-Mississippi Army comprised roughly one percent of 

the army’s total strength.  Most of these men served in west Texas where there was a larger 

Hispanic population.  Several dozen served in Louisiana in 1863 and 1864 but these men had 

been recruited in Arizona and served in the Arizona Battalion.57  While Native Americans and 

Hispanics only accounted for roughly four percent of the army’s total strength, they represented 

a significant racial minority in country that prided itself on its army’s racial homogeneity.  The 

Trans-Mississippi Army also attracted many foreign-born officers.  The weak blockade of Texas 

ports combined with the open port of Matamoros meant that it was relatively easy for foreigners 

to sneak into the Confederacy.  For example, the highest-ranking foreign-born officer to serve in 

the Confederacy, Major General Camille de Polignac, spent most of his Civil War career in the 

Trans-Mississippi Army.  The Trans-Mississippi Army also attracted many foreigners with 

engineering degrees.  These officers designed the defenses at Galveston and Sabine Pass and 
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assisted Confederate engineers in lowering the Red River to trap Union admiral David Dixon 

Porter’s flotilla in 1864.58   

Racial diversity was not always a blessing, however.  The Native American units in the 

Trans-Mississippi Army excelled at cavalry raids and guerilla style attacks but were useless 

when they were forced to cooperative with other units in the Trans-Mississippi Army.  They 

were also useless in pitched battles as their performance at Prairie Grove amply demonstrated.  

On the border many of the Hispanic soldiers serving in the Trans-Mississippi Army also 

moonlighted as bandoleros.  The actions of these soldiers/bandoleros halted the all-important 

import/export trade going on at Matamoros on several occasions.  These breaks in the 

Confederate supply chain at Matamoros and Brownsburg prevented the Confederates from 

shipping vital supplies to Confederate states east of the Mississippi River and prevented Trans-

Mississippi Army units in Texas from arming and equipping themselves. 

Another key difference between the Trans-Mississippi Army and her sister armies was 

the unit structure of the army.  Most soldiers serving in the Army of Northern Virginia or the 

Army of Tennessee served in infantry regiments or artillery batteries.  In those armies only 

twenty percent of the soldiers served in the cavalry corps.  As Figure 2 below demonstrates, 

soldiers in the Trans-Mississippi Army were far more likely to serve in the cavalry than in 

infantry regiments or artillery batteries.  For most of the Trans-Mississippi Army’s existence, 

fifty percent of the soldiers in the army were in the cavalry corps as opposed to twenty percent 

for the other two major field armies. 
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Figure 2. 

 

*Information for this graph compiled from Dan C. Fullerton, Armies in Gray: The 

Organizational History of the Confederate States Army in the Civil War (Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana State University Press, 2017), 183-187, 433-437, 737-743. 

 There were several reasons for this.  The Trans-Mississippi Army was charged with 

defending 400,000 square miles of territory.  Few navigable rivers existed in this territory and 

the few railroads in the department were located near major cities or the Texas coast.  These 

geographic realities meant that the Trans-Mississippi Army needed to develop a highly mobile 

force that could move quickly to any threatened point or carry out long range attacks in the rear 

of the enemy.  The only unit that could accomplish this task was cavalry.  In addition to the 

geographic realities, cavalry service emphasized the strengths of the typical Trans-Mississippi 

soldier.  Confederates in the Trans-Mississippi theater were highly mobile frontiersmen.  They 

were excellent horsemen, and most were skilled marksmen mounted or dismounted.  These 
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attributes made cavalry service the natural choice for most soldiers in the Trans-Mississippi 

Army. 

 The final reason for the larger number of cavalry regiments was related to supply.  Most 

communities in the Trans-Mississippi west were rural farming communities that were unable to 

sustain large numbers of soldiers for extended periods of time.59  Cavalry units were mobile and 

could easily move to new locations that provided the necessary food and forage needed to sustain 

large cavalry forces in the field.  Cavalry units could also raid behind enemy lines and feed 

themselves at their enemy’s expense.  From a logistics standpoint, having most soldiers serve in 

cavalry units was the best use of the limited resources available to the Trans-Mississippi Army. 

Most of the Trans-Mississippi Army’s battlefield success came from the numerous Confederate 

cavalry brigades that comprised such a large part of the army.  While highly effective fighters, 

chronic discipline issues at all levels of the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army prevented the 

cavalry from making a larger contribution to the Confederate war effort.  Unlike Nathan Bedford 

Forrest or J.E.B. Stuart in the east, Joseph Shelby, Tom Green, and John S. Marmaduke only 

managed to keep their cavalrymen in line through personality and leading by example.  When 

these leaders were absent from their commands, the men were undisciplined and useless as a 

military unit.  While having most of the Trans-Mississippi Army mounted was a good use of 

limited resources, a lack of forage or supplies made it impossible for the Trans-Mississippi Army 

to follow up on battlefield success.  For example, a lack of forage and food prevented James F. 

Fagan from gaining the rear of William Steele’s force as it retreated from Camden in 1864.  Had 
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Fagan been successfully, Steele’s entire force would have been captured and the Trans-

Mississippi Army would have had an opportunity to put all of Arkansas back under Confederate 

control.   

 The last major difference between the Trans-Mississippi Army and its sister armies was 

the allocation and use of artillery.  While both the Army of Northern Virginia and the Army of 

Tennessee had well established artillery corps, the same could not be said for the Trans-

Mississippi Army.  The vastness of the Trans-Mississippi theater prohibited the Trans-

Mississippi Army from having an artillery corps and artillery batteries were distributed to 

brigades and divisions in a rather ad hoc fashion.  In the Trans-Mississippi Army, some divisions 

only had a single artillery battery while others had three or four.  The type of artillery used in the 

Trans-Mississippi Army differed from that used in other armies as well.  Both the Army of 

Northern Virginia and the Army of Tennessee employed both light and heavy artillery batteries 

in the field.  In the Trans-Mississippi Army, light batteries were almost exclusively used.  The 

often-rugged terrain and the need for quick movements prohibited the Trans-Mississippi Army 

from using heavy artillery batteries.  When the Trans-Mississippi Army used heavy artillery, it 

tended to use armored railroad batteries.  While both the Army of Northern Virginia and the 

Trans-Mississippi Army used railroad batteries, the Trans-Mississippi Army used them more 

often and with better results than their Virginia counterparts.60 

 In conclusion, while all three major Confederate field armies shared an organizational 

structure, the Trans-Mississippi Army was distinct from its sister armies in several ways.  The 

Trans-Mississippi Army was the most racially diverse of the three, had a higher preponderance 
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of cavalry units, and almost exclusively used light artillery batteries that were distributed 

haphazardly throughout the army.  Like all major Confederate field armies, the Trans-Mississippi 

Army had its share of discipline issues.  While Texas soldiers caused the most discipline issues, 

soldiers from all the Trans-Mississippi states could be disruptive and disobedient.   Trans-

Mississippi soldiers also demonstrated on more than one occasion that discipline issues were not 

isolated to the camp or the march.  Breakdowns in discipline on the battlefield could and often 

did result in Confederate soldiers committing atrocities.  How well organized and disciplined the 

Trans-Mississippi Army was played a major role in their ability to successfully defend the Trans-

Mississippi Confederacy during the Civil War. 
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Chapter 2: Battles and Campaigns of the Trans-Mississippi Army 
 

From the fall of 1862 to the spring of 1863, the Trans-Mississippi Army would fight three 

battles, attempt an invasion of Union territory, and try to defend Arkansas from Union incursion.  

While the Trans-Mississippi suffered several defeats during this period, they helped keep the 

Trans-Mississippi states in the Confederacy by demonstrating their willingness to fight and not 

abandon the Trans-Mississippi as previous armies had done as well to maintain a vital supply 

route that stretched from Texas to Vicksburg.   

After the Battle of Pea Ridge in March of 1862, the Confederacy had been forced to 

abandon much of northern Arkansas and southern Missouri to the Union army.  By the fall of 

1862, the Union army had left the area and the Confederates returned, establishing a base in 

Newtonia, Missouri, in the extreme southwest corner of the state.  Douglas Cooper, commander 

of the Indian Brigade, oversaw this post, which contained a mill used for baking bread.  In late 

September, Union forces under Brig. Gen. James Blunt had advanced on Newtonia with fifteen 

hundred men.  On September 30, 1862, Confederate and Union troops collided in what would be 

called the First Battle of Newtonia.  Union troops drove the Confederates early in the day, but 

timely Confederate re-enforcements drove the Union soldiers back.  A strong Confederate 

counterattack soon turned the Union defeat into a rout and the Union brigade fell back ten miles 

to Sarcoxie.61   

The Confederates had won a small victory and what was most surprising was that Indian 

troops had played a major part in the battle.  Hindman was overjoyed and left for Confederate 

headquarters at Little Rock to confer with Holmes about strategy.  Unfortunately, Hindman 

chose the wrong time to leave the front.  While he was away in Little Rock, Blunt had returned 
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in force and on October 4, surrounded Confederate forces at Newtonia on three sides.  Cooper 

and his Indian brigade were forced to fall back into the Indian Territory and northwest Arkansas.  

The Union Army of the Frontier, led by General Schofield, began to move into Confederate 

territory.  In the Indian Territory, Cooper and his Indians were routed again at the Battle of Old 

Fort Wayne on October 22 and in Arkansas Confederate Brig. Gen. James S. Rains fell back to 

Brashears.  Hindman hurried back to the front and met with Rains who did his best to reassure 

Hindman that the Confederate retreat was a minor setback.62  Despite his reassurances, Rains 

would be removed from command amid charges of drunkenness.  Hindman reported that both 

Cooper and Rains were guilty of being drunk and Holmes referred to Rains as “completely 

useless.”63   

Hindman was eager to take the offensive and reclaim the toehold on Missouri that the 

Confederates had established in September.  His main problem was logistics as two years of war 

had devastated the countryside of northern Arkansas.  Hindman leaned on Holmes and Major 

John C. Palmer, chief quartermaster of the Trans-Mississippi Department, to get the necessary 

food and supplies.  Palmer had worked wonders in his short times as chief quartermaster, 

establishing supply depots across the Trans-Mississippi Confederacy, including seven in 

Arkansas.  As far as Confederate authorities in Richmond were concerned, the most important 

supply depot was located at Monroe, Louisiana.  The Vicksburg, Shreveport, and Texas Railroad 

ran seventy-five miles from Vicksburg, Mississippi west to its terminus located at Monroe.  

From September of 1862 until June of 1863, Monroe was the gathering point for weapons, 

ammunition, food, medical supplies, and other war material that came into the Trans-Mississippi 

Confederacy via Texas and Louisiana ports.  These supplies were then shipped by rail seventy-
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five miles east to the Mississippi River.  They were ferried across the river to Vicksburg and 

from there distributed throughout the Confederacy.64 

Hindman wanted to take his entire First Corps on an invasion of Missouri and proposed 

renaming his corps the Army of Missouri.  Holmes countered Hindman’s eagerness with caution.  

While Hindman was contemplating advancing into Missouri, Holmes was trying to figure out 

how to defend the Trans-Mississippi Department from what he was sure was an invasion by the 

Union army.  If Holmes had been aware of the Union army’s plans, he would not have worried.  

Northern Arkansas offered subsistence to neither side and Schofield was forced to withdraw 

towards southwest Missouri to get closer to his supply line.  While Holmes worried and 

Schofield withdrew, Hindman attempted to recapture Fayetteville but his advance was checked 

by Union forces under Schofield.65 

As October gave way to November, the Arkansas front stabilized.  Union forces were 

concentrated in northwestern Arkansas at Pea Ridge and the vicinity of Cross Hollows.  

Confederates forces occupied a line extending from Fort Smith to the east along the Arkansas 

River.  In between the two forces lay the Boston Mountains and the devastated countryside of 

northwestern Arkansas.  Hindman continued to pressure Holmes to let him advance and regain a 

foothold in southwestern Missouri.  With Union troops stationed at Pea Ridge and other towns in 

extreme northwest Arkansas, Holmes was reluctant to assume the offensive and risk the loss of 

the Arkansas River Valley.  Holmes finally approved Hindman’s offensive and it was 

correspondence from Richmond that had forced him to act.66 
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Hindman marched north and the Confederate cavalry skirmished with the Union army at 

Cane Hill.  Hindman’s initial plan was to overwhelm the divided divisions of the Union army 

separately and then advance into Missouri.  Unfortunately for Hindman, the two wings of the 

Union army united on the field and he did not have time, or the ammunition, to finish off the 

Union army.  Hindman called for a battlefield truce so that both sides could collect their 

wounded and bury the dead.  Blunt accepted the truce and Hindman used it as an opportunity to 

evacuate his army.  On the retreat to Van Buren, Hindman’s First Corps disintegrated, and scores 

of Confederates were captured in the Federal pursuit of Hindman’s Corps.  Hindman and Holmes 

put a positive spin on the battle in their reports to Richmond, but the people of Arkansas knew 

better.  Hindman had suffered a severe defeat and the once achievable dream of conquering 

Missouri was dead.  What had started out as a promising campaign turned into a disastrous 

baptism of fire for the Trans-Mississippi Army.67 

 The first campaign made by the Trans-Mississippi Army had not gone as planned and 

while Hindman had hoped to invade Missouri, his army never got out of Arkansas.  While 

Hindman had been defeated and his corps scattered there were a few positives to take away from 

the situation.  First, the Trans-Mississippi Army managed to retreat safely to Van Buren and 

reinforcements, so no territory was lost.  Second, the First Corps of the Trans-Mississippi Army 

fought its first battle as a unit and had performed admirably.  This was probably due to the fact 

that most of the regiments in the First Corps had prior combat experience.  Third, Hindman had 

performed well as a corps commander and showed promise leading large numbers of troops.  

Hindman’s battle strategy had been sound and he made the most of his limited resources. 
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 Sadly, the Prairie Grove campaign was the last straw for Hindman.  While Hindman 

loved the state of Arkansas and had done his best to defend it, his methods had alienated civilian 

and soldier alike and he had had enough.  He asked for a transfer and Holmes reluctantly granted 

it.68  With Hindman gone, Holmes was left to pick up the pieces and set to work rebuilding 

Hindman’s shattered corps as well as attempting to solve the logistical problems that made 

campaigning in the Trans-Mississippi west so difficult. 

New Year’s Day 1863 brought a rare piece of good news to the discouraged Trans-

Mississippi Army.  Maj. Gen. John B. Magruder had managed to recapture the Texas port city of 

Galveston after it had been in enemy hands for less than three months.  In addition to capturing 

almost one thousand Union soldiers, Magruder also captured the USS Harriet Lane, the fastest 

ship in the West Gulf Coast Blockading Squadron and destroyed the USS Westfield.  Ten days 

later the Confederate raider CSS Alabama lured the USS Hatteras out of Galveston into deep 

ocean and destroyed it in a firefight.  The loss of half the West Gulf Coast Blockading Squadron 

and the port of Galveston by the Union ensured that the Confederates would resume blockade 

running operations through a quasi-open port.69 

While Magruder was re-capturing Galveston, more bad news came out of Arkansas.  In 

the fall of 1862, Holmes had spread the Second Corps across central Arkansas to defend key 

points.  Early in January a Union force under General John A. McClernand attacked one of these 

key points in force.  Arkansas Post was situated on a bend in the Arkansas River near its juncture 

with the Mississippi.  As Ulysses S. Grant planned the next stage of his Vicksburg Campaign, he 
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ordered McClernand to ascend the Arkansas River and clear the rebels out of Arkansas Post, who 

would be in Grant’s rear as he advanced down the western bank of the Mississippi River.  

McClernand began his ascent with the XIII Corps and nine navy vessels, his force totaling just 

over twenty-eight thousand.  Awaiting him were eight Texan and Arkansan infantry regiments 

and a few cavalry companies all under the command of Brig. Gen. Thomas J. Churchill.  

Altogether, Churchill could bring roughly four thousand men onto the field.  Outnumbered seven 

to one, Churchill wired Holmes for instructions.  Back in Little Rock, Holmes panicked and 

thought that McClernand’s force was the vanguard of a state-wide invasion force.  As he worked 

to mobilize the Second Corps and as much of the remnants of the First Corps as he could find, 

Holmes told Churchill to fight to the last man.70 

Churchill did his best to carry out his commander’s suicidal orders.  Realizing that the 

fort he occupied was indefensible, Churchill moved his troops from the fort to a line of trenches 

that ran adjacent to it.  On January 10, as the Federal navy bombarded Fort Hindman and 

McClernand landed the XIII Corps, Churchill and his men hunkered down and awaited the 

Union assault they knew must come.  The assault came the next day.  McClernand attacked 

simultaneously along the entire Confederate line and by noon Churchill’s line had stretched but it 

was not broken.  Just as it looked as if Churchill might be able to successfully defend his lines 

until reinforcements arrived, a white flag went up on Churchill’s line.  This was followed by 

more white flags and in a brief span of five minutes, Churchill’s entire command had 

surrendered.  Brought before McClernand, Churchill accused the Union commander of 

ungentlemanly conduct.  The outraged Confederate commander accused the Union commander 

of raising the white flag to trick Churchill’s men into surrendering.  McClernand truthfully 
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denied the allegations and despite his rantings and ravings Churchill had to accept the fact that he 

and his command were now prisoners of war.  McClernand’s men destroyed the fort and 

everything of value, loaded their prisoners on transports, and headed for the mouth of the 

Arkansas River.71 

The surrender of Arkansas Post was one of the most scandalous events to occur in the 

Trans-Mississippi Army throughout the war.  As post commander, Churchill took the lion’s 

share of the blame for the Confederate surrender, but his reputation and career were not seriously 

damaged.  The main cause of controversy centered around who had raised the white flag.  The 

Arkansas troops blamed the Texans and the Texans blamed the Arkansans.  As the various Texas 

regiments sat in prisoner-of-war camps, there was much debate about who was to blame for the 

recent disaster.  One Texan undoubtedly expressed the feelings of most Texas soldiers when he 

swore “that granny Holmes ought to be hung.”72 Churchill and his men would not languish long 

as prisoners and they were soon released.  Several companies returned to the Trans-Mississippi 

along with Churchill, but the bulk of his force, the Texans, did not.  Organized into an infantry 

brigade, the Texans would serve out the remainder of the war in the Army of Tennessee.  

Coming on the heels of Prairie Grove, the Confederate defeat at Arkansas Post caused morale to 

plummet to new lows.73   

Despite having lost almost half of his army in one month, Holmes was still determined to 

carry out offensive operations with the limited means at his disposal.  Shortly after he had 

assumed command of the Trans-Mississippi Department, Holmes ordered that partisan 
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companies should be authorized in accordance with the Partisan Ranger Act of 1862.  By the 

spring of 1863, dozens of partisan companies were in operation, some as far away as Colorado, 

and were busy carrying out small scale raids behind enemy lines.  Now Holmes ordered his 

regular cavalry to commence raiding behind enemy lines.  Beginning on December 31, 1862, 

several thousand cavalrymen left on a month-long raid that would take them deep into south 

central Missouri.  In late January, Marmaduke and his frost-bitten troopers returned to their 

winter bivouacs.  While the results of the raid were mixed, Holmes and Marmaduke both judged 

it a success; it was notable for being the first raid carried out by Confederate cavalry in the 

Trans-Mississippi West.  Unfortunately for Union commanders in the Trans-Mississippi, the 

Confederates had acquired a taste for raiding and there was a marked increase in Confederate 

raids from 1863 to 1865.74 

The summer and fall of 1863 saw the Trans-Mississippi Army face two Union invasions 

of Louisiana as well as General Nathaniel Banks’s half-hearted attempt to gain a significant 

foothold in Texas.  While the Trans-Mississippi Army was unable to directly help their 

Confederate brethren trapped in Vicksburg, Taylor’s stout delaying actions against Banks’s 

advance bought Confederate forces the time they needed to halt Banks at Port Hudson.  After the 

fall of Vicksburg, the Trans-Mississippi Army was separated from the rest of the Confederacy 

and despite this setback they still managed to thwart another invasion of Louisiana and Texas in 

the fall of 1863.  This success further confounded the efforts of the Lincoln administration to 

bring Reconstruction to Texas and Louisiana. 
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In early April, Union General Nathaniel Banks began marching his troops into the Bayou 

Teche region of Southeastern Louisiana.  Banks’s goal was to take the XIX Corps, with 

approximately thirty-six thousand men, to Vicksburg to aid Grant.  Once Banks arrived on the 

scene, he would take command from Grant due to his seniority in rank, capture Vicksburg, and 

reap the rewards of victory.  To accomplish this goal, Banks could have simply marched from 

New Orleans through Mississippi to Vicksburg.  Doing this would leave Banks’s rear vulnerable 

because the Confederates occupied Port Hudson and the Bayou Teche region.  To ensure that his 

rear was safe as he marched towards Vicksburg, Banks decided to clear the Rebels out of the 

Bayou Teche region, then turn east and crush Port Hudson, and then finally march to Vicksburg. 

Leaving a strong garrison at New Orleans, Banks advanced along the New Orleans, Opelousas, 

and Great Western Railroad to Brashear City.  Continuing west, Banks followed Grand Lake 

towards Bisland and Irish Bend.   

To stop Banks, Taylor had about six thousand infantry and cavalry under Brigadier 

Generals Alexander Mouton and Henry H. Sibley.  Taylor was determined to impede Banks’s 

advance and constructed a small redoubt named Fort Bisland, arming it with two 24-pounders.  

To strengthen this defense line, Taylor added the recently recaptured USS Diana to his small 

army.75  Taylor also had a line of earthworks dug one thousand yards away from the Teche with 

both ends anchored in the surrounding swamps.76  On April 12, the Federals began to probe 

Taylor’s defensive line and he ordered Sibley to launch a surprise attack on the Federal camp on 

the morning of the 13th.  Sibley failed to move and while Taylor was furious, he could do nothing 
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but further strengthen his defensive line.  Banks struck on April 13, his troops moving through 

the fog to strike Taylor’s line.  Banks’s artillery concentrated first on the Diana and after they 

had silenced her, turned their attention to Taylor’s main line.  While Taylor was occupied at Fort 

Bisland, Banks landed an 8,000-man force under General Cuvier Grover in Taylor’s rear.  This 

force pushed aside Taylor’s 400-man strong picket and pushed towards the town of Franklin.  If 

Grover captured Franklin, Taylor’s force would be trapped and forced to surrender.  If Taylor’s 

force was captured, there was nothing standing in the way of a Union invasion through the 

Trans-Mississippi Department to department headquarters at Shreveport.  Also, the capture of 

Taylor would permanently halt any plans the Confederacy had of recapturing New Orleans.77 

Without panicking, Taylor calmly planned the extraction of his little force.  Taylor had 

the Diana scuttled and ordered his troops to fight a series of delaying actions to slow Grover’s 

advance.  At nightfall, Taylor ordered his troops to pull out in the direction of Irish Bend.  Taylor 

was able to successfully withdraw his small force but not without loss.  First, Taylor ordered all 

steamboats including the Diana to be burned.  This would effectively eliminate the Confederate 

navy in western Louisiana for the time being.  Second, Sibley panicked and neglected to carry 

out Taylor’s specific orders, and it resulted in the loss of all the sick and wounded troops plus a 

great number of wagons and commissary stores.  Sibley’s panic almost cost Taylor the use of 

one of his best subordinates.  Taylor ordered Sibley to burn the bridge across Bayou Yokely once 

all the men were across, but Sibley decided to burn the bridge immediately and fall back.  

Brigadier General Alfred Mouton, seeing the smoke, raced to bridge and his men crossed with 
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the flames literally licking at their heels.  Taylor successfully retreated to the west and Banks let 

him go, turning his attention to crossing the Mississippi to attack Port Hudson.78 

Taylor’s losses at Fort Bisland and Irish Bend would have a profound impact on the 

future of the Vicksburg Campaign and the Trans-Mississippi Army.  First, despite the defeats, by 

delaying Banks’s army at Fort Bisland and Irish Bend, Taylor had bought time for Major General 

Franklin Gardner to fortify Port Hudson.  Banks planned on pushing Gardner aside just as he had 

done to Taylor but when he arrived at Port Hudson, Banks found Gardner heavily entrenched.  

Banks began a siege of Port Hudson that lasted until July 9, effectively removing himself and his 

36,000 men from the operations around Vicksburg.  If Banks had gotten to Vicksburg in May, 

the city would have fallen by early June at the latest.  Also, Banks would have gotten the credit 

for the victory and Grant would probably have remained in relative obscurity.  For the Trans-

Mississippi Army, these battles were important because it allowed Taylor promote Tom Green to 

Brigadier General.  Sibley’s performance at Fort Bisland and Irish Bend demonstrated that he 

was irredeemably incompetent, and it gave Taylor an excuse to remove Sibley from command 

and elevate Green.  The Taylor, Mouton, and Green triumvirate would successfully defend 

western Louisiana from Union incursion for the next year, achieving their greatest success during 

the Red River Campaign.  Sibley would escape court-martial but would never again command 

troops in the field, much to the relief of his former brigade. 

With Banks across the river at Port Hudson, Taylor was determined to regain what had 

been lost in the recent campaign and requested the services of Major General John G. Walker’s 

Texas Division.  Unfortunately for Taylor, Kirby Smith had other plans for Walker’s troops.  In 

the early days of Kirby Smith’s tenure as department commander Grant had marched his army 
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along the Mississippi River in western Louisiana, crossed the Mississippi River and advanced on 

Jackson, Mississippi, and then pushed Pemberton into Vicksburg.  While Kirby Smith was 

understandably embarrassed by these events, he also believed that Grant’s continued presence in 

Mississippi relied on an attenuated supply line that ran through the Trans-Mississippi 

Department.  Kirby Smith believed that if he could break this supply line, it would force Grant to 

retreat, thus lifting the siege of Vicksburg.  To achieve this goal, Kirby Smith ordered Holmes to 

release Walker’s Division and send it to western Louisiana. 

When Taylor learned of Kirby Smith’s plan he was understandably upset.  With Banks 

invested in the siege of Port Hudson, Union-held New Orleans was vulnerable to attack.  Taylor 

felt that with Walker’s men he could successfully make that attack.  Even if Taylor was only able 

to briefly hold New Orleans it would break the siege of Port Hudson and possibly the siege of 

Vicksburg.  In addition to that, Taylor would almost assuredly capture tons of supplies, boosting 

the morale of soldiers in the Trans-Mississippi and Western theaters.  Kirby Smith disagreed 

with Taylor’s assessment and stated that any benefits of such a campaign would be minimal.  But 

Kirby Smith remained convinced that the way to break the siege of Vicksburg was to break 

Grant’s supply line. He ordered Taylor to take Walker’s Division and find and break Grant’s 

supply line along the Mississippi River.  In the first of many decisions that bordered on 

insubordination, Taylor modified Kirby Smith’s orders.  Instead of leading Walker’s Division, 

Taylor decided to stay in the Bayou Teche region and keep an eye on Green and Mouton. It was 

left to Walker alone to find and destroy Grant’s supply line.79 

On the evening of June 6, Walker arrived at Oaklawn Plantation, seven miles south of 

Milliken’s Bend.  Walker divided his force and sent one brigade to Young’s Point, another to 
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Milliken Bend, and he kept a third in reserve. On June 7, Brigadier General Henry McCulloch 

advanced with his brigade to Milliken’s Bend.  After driving in the Union pickets, McCulloch’s 

Brigade charged and began to work its way around the Union left flank, catching them in a 

deadly enfilading fire.  The timely arrival of two Union gunboats drove McCulloch’s brigade 

back and nightfall brought an end to the battle.  While it was a Union victory, they had suffered 

four times as many casualties as the Confederates, mostly because of the enfilading fire.  

Following this battle, Walker and his troops would work their way down the banks of the 

Mississippi River, burning Union plantations but achieving little of significance.80 

Not only was Walker unsuccessful in his mission, it had immediate consequences on the 

Vicksburg Campaign.  Taken by surprise, Grant had supply depots on the Mississippi River 

strengthened and ordered Admiral David Dixon Porter to increase patrols on the Mississippi 

River.  Grant further tightened the noose by having the shoreline around Vicksburg heavily 

fortified.  Any chance the Confederates had of sending troops across the Mississippi River 

directly opposite from Vicksburg evaporated.  There was criticism on the Confederate side too. 

Taylor, always known to be hard on subordinates, characteristically launched into a tirade 

against Walker, McCulloch and all the other commanders involved in the debacle.  Historians 

have generally excused Taylor’s actions involving Milliken’s Bend.  While Kirby Smith had 

ordered Taylor to lead the expedition, there is little evidence that his presence would have made 

a difference in the outcome.  While Taylor was by far the most aggressive commander in the 

Trans-Mississippi Department, the absence of any kind of Confederate naval presence on the 

Mississippi River would have rendered Taylor’s actions moot.  Taylor saw Kirby Smith’s order 

for what it was: A fool’s errand.  He wisely chose to stay with Green and Mouton to plan his 
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attack on New Orleans.  On a positive note, the Battle of Milliken’s Bend transformed Walker’s 

Division from green recruits into combat veterans.  Having successfully survived their baptism 

of fire, Walker’s Division would go on to be one of the crack divisions in the Trans-Mississippi 

Army. 

While Kirby Smith pondered his strategic conundrum, Taylor was determined to carry 

out his attack on New Orleans.  Taylor’s plan was to advance down Bayou Lafourche to 

Brashear City.  Brashear City was the end terminus of the New Orleans, Opelousas, and Great 

Western Railroad.  If Taylor could capture Brashear City, he could follow the railroad right into 

New Orleans. Taylor planned to capture the city with a trap similar to the one Banks and Grover 

had tried to spring on him in April.  While a small portion of his force distracted the Federals 

from the west, Taylor’s main force swung around Brashear City and attacked from the east.  

Taylor’s plan was brilliantly executed, and it was a complete success.  At the end of the day 

Taylor had captured seventeen hundred Union soldiers, eleven siege guns and over two million 

dollars in commissary and quartermaster supplies.  Taylor was jubilant and stated that for the 

first time since his arrival he finally had supplies thanks to “the Commissary of the 

Confederacy,” Nathaniel Banks.81 

Taylor was eager to follow up his success by advancing into the Bayou Lafourche region 

and closer to New Orleans and requested that Walker’s Texas Division be sent to join him.  

Walker and his troops had been idle since their defeat at Milliken’s Bend and their continued 

stay in the muggy swamps of western Louisiana had taken a tremendous toll on the unit’s health.  

Taylor figured he could transport the Texans to a better part of the state and put them to work 

doing something useful, i.e., helping him attack New Orleans.  Furthermore, Taylor believed that 
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if he pressed hard enough towards New Orleans, Banks would be forced to break his siege at 

Port Hudson and return to New Orleans.  With Port Hudson now free, Gardner could send some 

much-needed reinforcements to Johnston and Pemberton at Vicksburg.  Despite the obvious 

tactical and strategic advantages to Taylor’s plan, Kirby Smith refused to send Walker to him.  

Walker stayed put and Taylor used his small force to disrupt shipping along the Mississippi 

River across from New Orleans for the next few weeks.  Taylor’s actions brought joy to weary 

Confederate citizens in New Orleans and consternation from the Federals, but Taylor’s stay 

would be short-lived.  The fall of Vicksburg and Port Hudson put immediate pressure on 

Taylor’s small army, and they would be driven from the Lafourche District once more.  By 

depriving Taylor of Walker’s Division, Kirby Smith had passed up the first of many golden 

opportunities to affect the outcome of the war.  While Taylor was scaring the Federals half to 

death in Louisiana, Confederates in Arkansas would try one final time to relieve Vicksburg from 

the west. 

For most of the summer, Confederate troops in the District of Arkansas had been idle.  

Holmes and Price had spent three months rebuilding Confederate forces in Arkansas and by June 

Holmes was ready to take his troops into the field.  After receiving permission from Kirby Smith 

to attack Helena, Holmes and Price immediately began to plan their strategy of attack.  Holmes’s 

sudden desire to attack had more to do with his plans to invade Missouri than with relieving 

Vicksburg.  Since Holmes’s arrival in the trans-Mississippi he had believed that the key to 

defending the Arkansas River Valley was the control of Missouri.  The arrival of the Missourian 

Price only further cemented this idea into Holmes’s mind.  Kirby Smith, on the other hand felt 

that taking Helena would break the siege of Vicksburg.  If the Confederates could capture Helena 

and establish another open port on the Mississippi River, it would render Union control of 
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Vicksburg moot.  Regardless of their reasons, both Holmes and Kirby Smith agreed that Helena 

should be taken. 

The question now became how to take the city.  Helena was garrisoned by four thousand 

Union soldiers. These soldiers occupied four forts that formed a semi-circle around the city of 

Helena.  All these forts were in supporting distance of each other and in order to achieve success 

all four must be taken simultaneously.  In addition to the forts, the city was also protected by the 

tinclad USS Tyler.  In late June, Holmes met with Price and laid out his plans to capture Helena.  

The Confederates outnumbered the Federals two-to-one and Holmes divided his force to capture 

all four forts simultaneously.  Once the forts were captured, their heavy guns would be turned on 

the Tyler and the ship would have to leave or be destroyed. For this plan to be successful, the 

Confederates would have to launch a coordinated attack and have the element of surprise.82  

Almost immediately, Holmes’s plans went awry.  Torrential rains turned roads into mud 

and the Confederates did not arrive in the vicinity of Helena until July 3rd.  To maintain the 

element of surprise, Holmes ordered that no one be allowed to enter or leave Helena and 

established pickets all around the outskirts of the city.  This plan backfired and Benjamin 

Prentiss, the Union commander at Helena, was alerted to the Confederate presence.  Despite 

losing the element of surprise, Holmes was still determined to attack.  He had a numerical 

superiority, veteran troops, and a sound battle plan and he was confident that he would be 

successful.  On the morning of July 4th, the Confederates were ready to attack.  Major General 

James F. Fagan’s men fired a cannon to signal the attack and began to charge one of the Union 

forts.  For some unknown reason Price mis-interpreted Holmes’s orders and did not attack 

simultaneously with the other troops and this allowed Prentiss to defeat the Confederates in 
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detail.  Despite early success on the aptly named Graveyard Hill and Holmes’s personal bravery 

in the battle, the Confederates were forced to retreat.  In the end it was not the weather but 

Holmes’s subordinates that cost him the victory.83  Disgusted, Holmes took to his sickbed and 

relinquished command of the district to Price.84 

The Battle of Helena was the last attempt by the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army to 

relieve Vicksburg from the west.  While the Trans-Mississippi Army was ultimately 

unsuccessful, they still managed to make a positive contribution to the campaign.  Taylor’s 

efforts to delay Banks’s army bought time for Confederate General Franklin Gardner’s men to 

fortify Port Hudson downriver from Vicksburg.  At the end of June, Taylor’s small force hit the 

outskirts of New Orleans, capturing 1,700 Union soldiers, eleven siege guns and over two 

million dollars in much needed commissary and quartermaster supplies.   

In the fall of 1863, the Union army launched what would be the first of two attempts to 

invade the Trans-Mississippi Confederacy.  After capturing Port Hudson in July of 1863, Banks 

had turned his attention to his pet project: invading Texas.  He first tried to land troops on the 

Texas-Louisiana border and march into Texas.  His plan was stymied at the Battle of Sabine Pass 

where forty-four Confederate soldiers in a mud fort destroyed two Union ships and forced the 

rest of the fleet to run for the Gulf.  Union forces did not even get close enough to shore to land.  

The Confederates honored the heroes of Sabine Pass with a medal, the only one the Confederate 

government ever minted to honor one of its military units.  Banks settled for landing at 
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Brownsville, scattering the few Confederate defenders, and planting the Union flag on some sand 

dunes.  It was hardly what Banks’s supporters had in mind when they pressured the Lincoln 

administration to invade Texas.   

 Banks was determined to try again and sent the XIII and XIX Army Corps under William 

Franklin into Louisiana. Franklin’s orders were to march across southwest Louisiana, enter 

Texas, and march towards Houston.  Defending western Louisiana from Franklin was Taylor, 

Green, and Mouton.  The Trans-Mississippi Army’s most successful triumvirate slowly fell back 

in the face of Franklin’s advance.  Biding their time, they fell upon an exposed portion of 

Franklin’s army at Bayou Bordeau and destroyed it.  The lack of forage and the loss at Bayou 

Bordeau convinced Franklin that the expedition was a failure and he returned to New Orleans.85 

 While Banks was failing spectacularly to invade Texas, other Union forces were having 

success in Arkansas.  In September of 1863, William Steele began moving his Union force 

southwest from Helena, intent on capturing Little Rock.  Opposing him were roughly ten 

thousand men under Sterling Price.  The Little Rock Campaign was mostly one of maneuver and 

Price slowly fell back and evacuated Little Rock, which fell to the Federals on September 11, 

1863.  The most memorable moment of the campaign on the Confederate side came when 

Marmaduke challenged Brig. Gen. Lucius Walker to a duel.  Marmaduke killed Walker and 

reassumed command of all Confederate cavalry in Arkansas.86  

With Steele sitting idle in Little Rock and Franklin back in New Orleans the campaigning 

season came to an end for the Trans-Mississippi Army and they went into winter quarters.  In 

many ways 1863 had proven to be just as bad as 1862.  The Trans-Mississippi Army had failed 
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to win a victory that would help relieve the siege of Vicksburg, had been cut off from the rest of 

the Confederacy, and had lost Little Rock.  On the positive side of the ledger the Trans-

Mississippi Army had won a lopsided victory at Sabine Pass and had turned back a large Union 

invasion force at Battle Bordeau.  Taylor’s continued success in western Louisiana had bolstered 

morale and given the Confederates over two million dollars in captured Union supplies.  Most 

importantly, the constant campaigning in the different districts had exposed the entire Trans-

Mississippi Army to combat and they were all now battle-hardened veterans.  These battlefield 

experiences would allow the Trans-Mississippi Army to achieve its greatest military success in 

1864. 

Winter brought a halt to military operations in the Trans-Mississippi theater as the men 

went into winter quarters.  As the men huddled in huts attempting to keep warm, their 

commanders were attempting to decipher a slew of communications from forward pickets and 

spies about Union troop movements and strategy.  It soon became apparent to Kirby Smith and 

Taylor that Banks was planning another invasion of Texas.  Banks had several invasion routes at 

his disposal.  He could launch an amphibious invasion somewhere along the Texas coast, he 

could advance through Louisiana or Arkansas or he could do some combination of the 

aforementioned plans.  In order to be prepared for all possibilities, Kirby Smith began to 

concentrate his troops closer to Shreveport and he constructed several forts along the Red River, 

including Fort DeRussy.  The Confederates also constructed an intricate dam system to trap 

Union ships that attempted to move upstream towards Shreveport.  Lastly, they planted a series 

of underwaters mines, or torpedoes as they were called, at strategic points in the river.  On land, 

Confederate general Richard Taylor stayed well informed on the progress of the Union 



54 
 

expedition from his spies in New Orleans as well as cavalry pickets posted as close to New 

Orleans as possible. 

The key to Kirby Smith’s defensive line in the Red River Valley was Fort DeRussy.  Fort 

DeRussy was an earthen fortification that boasted a partially armor-plated battery positioned to 

fire on enemy vessels moving down the Red River.  In 1863, when Banks had first advanced up 

the Red River Valley, Kirby Smith had evacuated Fort DeRussy and Alexandria and retreated in 

the face of a superior enemy force.  It says much about Kirby Smith’s strategy that he chose to 

defend DeRussy instead of evacuating, as he had done the year before.  Taylor, commanding the 

District of Western Louisiana and the person ultimately responsible for the defense of the Red 

River Valley, had plenty to say about Kirby Smith’s plans.  Kirby Smith’s strategy called for 

defending the Red River Valley with a series of forts, torpedoes, and obstructions and falling 

back after each defensive position became untenable.  Smith hoped to concentrate his troops in 

Shreveport before venturing forth to deal Banks the fatal blow.  Taylor’s strategy was the 

complete opposite.  Taylor wanted to attack Banks constantly and work his way into Banks’s 

rear and cut his supply lines, which would force him to fall back.   

Relations between Kirby Smith and Taylor had been strained since the summer of 1863 

and the disagreement over how to defend the Red River Valley stretched their professionalism to 

the breaking point.  The differences in strategy revealed the personal motives of Kirby Smith and 

Taylor.  Kirby Smith longed for military glory and the only way to achieve it was leading an 

army on the battlefield.  If Kirby Smith could lure the enemy close enough to Shreveport, he 

could unshackle himself from his desk and lead the Trans-Mississippi Army to victory.  Taylor’s 

motives were more personal.  Louisiana was his home and he had lost his plantation, Fancy, and 

almost all his worldly possessions in defense of the Confederacy.  In addition to that, two of his 
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children had died from illness while he was in the field.  Another motive that effected Taylor’s 

thoughts was the fact that Banks was his opponent.  Taylor had consistently beaten and 

outsmarted Banks since 1862 and Banks’s behavior when he had occupied Alexandria a year 

earlier had increased Taylor’s enmity towards the Massachusetts general.87   

While Taylor and Kirby Smith bickered about strategy, Banks had finally reached a 

decision and his plan was simple.  He would lead forty thousand men up the Red River through 

Louisiana and attack Shreveport.  To accompany him on this expedition was Admiral David 

Dixon Porter and 108 navy vessels, including ten ironclads.  While Banks and Porter ascended 

the Red River, Frederick Steele would move on Shreveport from his base at Little Rock, Ark. 

with ten thousand men.88  Banks was certain that fifty thousand men and a large naval flotilla 

would enable him to capture Shreveport and advance into Texas. Banks put his invasion plan in 

motion in early March and began moving up the Red River Valley towards Alexandria and Fort 

DeRussy.  

While Taylor disagreed with Kirby Smith’s strategy, he nevertheless obeyed his orders 

and instructed Major General John G. Walker to deploy his division to aid in the defense of Fort 

DeRussy.  Walker’s men took up defensive alignment that would enable them to protect the fort 

and Walker detailed several companies to garrison the fort itself.  Before final preparations could 

be made, the Union advance pushed through Simmesport and on March 13 overran a 

Confederate outpost called Fort Humbug, on Yellow Bayou.  Facing an overwhelming Union 
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force, Walker informed Taylor that the fort must fall and that “It will be unsafe to linger here.”89  

Taylor downplayed the threat against Walker and recognizing the strategic value of Fort 

DeRussy, told him to be more aggressive and to risk engaging the enemy where there was “any 

reasonable chance of success.”90 

Faced with overwhelming numbers, Walker chose to save his division and abandoned 

Fort DeRussy and its tiny garrison to its fate.  The Union army launched a frontal assault and 

overwhelmed the tiny garrison in short order.  The fall of Fort DeRussy caused dissension in the 

Confederate officer corps.  Some officers felt that Walker had deliberately disobeyed orders by 

failing to support the fort’s garrison.  Walker argued that at least ten thousand men would have 

been necessary to defend Fort DeRussy and blamed Smith for the “wretched judgment displayed 

in the selection of the position.”91  Taylor agreed with Walker’s criticism of Smith and noted 

later in his memoirs “Thus much for our Red River Gibraltar.”92 

With the fall of Fort DeRussy, the way to Alexandria was clear for Banks and the Union 

army and they occupied the town on March 15.  While the campaign to this point was almost an 

exact rerun of the previous year, the 1864 capture of Alexandria would have a significant impact 

on the outcome of the Red River Campaign.  Before the town fell, Dr. Solomon “Sol” Smith fled 

in the direction of Shreveport.  Dr. Smith was a close friend and advisor of Kirby Smith and the 

only person Sol Smith hated more than Banks was Taylor.  Brigadier General William R. Boggs, 

Kirby Smith’s chief of staff, noticed a change in how his commander handled the campaign as 

soon as Sol Smith arrived.  While Banks occupied Alexandria and Sol Smith hurried to 
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Shreveport, Taylor and his command fell back to previously established supply depots to rest and 

recuperate.  While there Taylor reorganized his small command, organizing the brigades of Gray 

and Polignac into a division under Brigadier General Alfred Mouton.  With Mouton and Walker, 

Taylor had about sixty-five hundred men to contest Banks’s advance.93     

At Alexandria, Banks and Porter parted ways, with Porter continuing up the river with his 

fleet and Banks marching his soldiers from Alexandria towards Shreveport.  If all went 

according to plan, Banks, Steele, and Porter would converge on Shreveport at roughly the same 

time and use their superiority in firepower and manpower to capture the strategic port city.  

While Banks and Porter were marching in a leisurely fashion towards Shreveport, Steele was 

having issues in Arkansas.  He had left Little Rock on March 23 with eighty-five hundred men 

with his initial destination being the port city of Camden, located on the Ouachita River. The 

country through which Steele marched was completely destitute after three years of war and he 

hoped to resupply his force at Camden.  The campaign got off to a good start with a diversionary 

raid by Colonel Powell Clayton that netted over two hundred prisoners, but things began to go 

wrong rather quickly.  Alerted to the Federal presence in the area, Confederate cavalry led by 

John S. Marmaduke and Joseph O. Shelby began to nip at the Union column.  On April 3 and 4, 

Shelby and Marmaduke attacked the Union column as it attempted to cross the Ouachita River.  

Although they were repulsed, they managed to halt the Union column as Steele chose to wait 

five days for reinforcements.  In almost two weeks, Steele had managed to advance only one 

hundred miles from Little Rock and was already behind schedule if he planned to meet up with 

Banks and Porter.94 
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 Up to this point, Taylor had dutifully, although disrespectfully, carried out Kirby Smith’s 

orders but it had become clear to Taylor that Kirby Smith had no intention of fighting a battle in 

defense of Louisiana.  If Banks were to be stopped, Taylor would have to do it, and what he did 

next was blatantly insubordinate.  Taylor realized that the best way to stop Banks was to fight 

him at Mansfield.  Mansfield offered the best terrain between Pleasant Hill and Shreveport for 

Taylor to fight Banks.  Banks’s army had to travel on the only road than ran from Natchitoches 

to Mansfield.  Most of this road ran through piney forest but at Mansfield there was a large 

clearing that was the only flat ground around for miles.  Taylor chose his ground carefully and 

formed his divisions on the edge of the clearing with most of his forces hidden in the woods to 

his rear.  Taylor positioned the division of Alfred Mouton on the left side of the road and 

Walker’s Texas Division to the right of Mouton. Major General Thomas Green’s cavalry 

division was posted on both flanks.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that the Louisiana militia made 

up Taylor’s reserve in the battle.  This Louisiana militia was allegedly made up of soldiers who 

had been paroled at Vicksburg and old men with muskets.95 

 Skirmishing continued throughout April 7 as Banks’s army advanced closer to Taylor’s 

position.  On the evening of April 7, Taylor composed a note to Kirby Smith asking if he should 

venture a general engagement if attacked by Banks.96  Taylor specifically wrote the letter in the 

evening because he knew that by the time the courier rode from Mansfield to Shreveport, 

reported to Kirby Smith, waited for the answer and then rode back, battle would have been 

joined between Banks and Taylor’s small Confederate force.  He also ordered Churchill’s men to 

begin moving to Mansfield, but they did not reach the battlefield until the battle was over.  

Taylor’s late-night note to Kirby Smith was an attempt at pretending to follow Kirby Smith’s 
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orders while fighting Banks, Taylor’s true aim.  Taylor’s attempt to hide his insubordination 

should have been a moot point anyway because at their last meeting, Kirby Smith had made it 

clear that Taylor was to fall back to Shreveport if pressed by Banks.  Taylor did not even need to 

ask Kirby Smith for instructions because he already knew what they would be.   

 The dawn of April 8 brought continued skirmishing between the forces of Banks and 

Taylor.  By noon, Banks had begun deploying the forward elements of his army into line of 

battle.  Due to Banks’s decision to keep his artillery and supply wagons in the middle of the 

column for safety, he was only able to bring a cavalry division and the 4th Division of the XIII 

Corps onto the field.  Because of Banks’s organizational error, the Confederates outnumbered 

the Union army at the beginning of the battle.  Taylor had eighty-eight hundred men on the field 

to face six thousand men under Banks.  As the day wore on, Taylor became more and more 

impatient.  Sitting on his horse with one leg draped across the pommel of his saddle and a cigar 

in his mouth, Taylor watched the Union army deploy and waited for an attack that never came.97 

 As the afternoon dragged on, it became apparent to Taylor that Banks was not going to 

attack him.  With only two hours of daylight left, Taylor ordered his force forward.  The entire 

line bolted forward, shrieking the now infamous rebel yell at the top of their lungs.  Mouton fell 

dead early in the battle at the head of his division and he was replaced by Major General Camille 

Polignac.  Mouton’s division faced stiff resistance and when it looked like Taylor’s attack was 

beginning to falter, Walker’s Texas Division began to successfully envelop the left of the Union 

line.  As the Union left began to crumble, what had begun as an orderly retreat now became a 

rout.  As the retreating Union soldiers ran in the direction of Pleasant Hill, they found their way 

blocked by the massive supply and baggage train that was clogging the bridge in the Union rear.  
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This bridge was the only avenue of Union retreat and as the routed Yankees descended on the 

bridge it became a scene of complete pandemonium as teamsters, horses, and soldiers were all in 

a mad dash to get the south side of the bridge and the safety of the rest of the Union army.   

 Taylor’s men continued to press the retreating Yankees and ended up chasing their quarry 

for over three miles before they encountered stiff resistance in the form of the 1st Division of the 

XIX Corps.  Nightfall brought an end to the fighting and even though the Confederate advance 

had been blunted, they controlled a small creek called Chapman’s Bayou, the only water source 

in the surrounding area.  Taylor had completely smashed the lead elements of Banks’s army and 

had pushed the Yankees back for miles.  The Union army suffered 113 killed, 581 wounded and 

over 1,500 captured.  They also lost twenty artillery pieces, 156 wagons, and over one thousand 

horses and mules.  It was a fine prize for Taylor’s little army, but it had been won at a high cost.  

Taylor lost a little over one thousand men, with most of the losses coming in his Louisiana 

regiments.  This was due to the fact that the Louisianans attacked en echelon and that most of the 

officers were allowed to lead their men into battle on horseback.  Most of the officers in 

Mouton’s division were either killed or wounded, including Mouton.  These were losses that 

Taylor could not afford, regardless of the outcome.   

 The infantry divisions of Churchill and Parsons arrived in Mansfield at the end of the 

battle and Taylor informed them that they would lead the advance in the morning as Taylor 

intended to continue his pursuit of Banks.  Walker’s Texas Division and Mouton’s Louisianans 

had fought hard and well, but they needed rest and were in no condition to continue at the head 

of Taylor’s army following the fighting on April 8.  The situation was much different in the 

Union camp on the evening of April 8.  Taylor’s attack had destroyed Banks’s confidence and 

had shaken his resolve to continue the advance. Banks called a council of war and it was decided 
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that the army would fall back to Alexandria, citing the need to find fresh water and shorten his 

supply lines. 

 The morning of April 9 found Banks’s army moving in the direction of Pleasant Hill.  

Taylor set out on the morning of April 9 with Churchill’s men in the lead, followed by Walker 

and Polignac.  As usual, Green’s cavalry was out in front, scouting ahead and skirmishing with 

the Union rear guard.  Taylor caught up with Banks at Pleasant Hill around noon and there was 

sharp skirmishing throughout the afternoon.  Taylor had caught up with rear guard of the Union 

army and Banks ordered Major General A.J. Smith’s XVI Corps and parts of the XIX Corps to 

take up defensive positions while the army’s large baggage train, the majority of the Union 

cavalry, and the remainder of the infantry made good on their escape to Alexandria.   

 Taylor positioned Green on his left with Polignac to his right.  On Polignac’s right, 

Taylor placed Walker’s Texas Division and to the right of Walker were the infantry divisions of 

Churchill and Parsons under Churchill’s overall supervision.  Taylor’s battle plan was simple: 

Green and Walker would attack the Union right while Churchill made a flank march around 

Banks’s left and rolled up his rear.  Taylor launched his attack at 5pm and while Green and 

Walker gained no ground, Churchill’s men had initial success as they routed Benedict’s Division 

of the XIX Corps.  Unfortunately for Churchill, he had not gotten in the rear of Banks’s force but 

was sandwiched between Benedict’s Division of the XIX Corps and Smith’s XVI Corps.  

Churchill took heavy losses and was forced to withdraw.  Once again, nightfall ended the 

fighting.  Both sides suffered close to an equal number of casualties with the Union army losing 

1,369 and Taylor losing 1,626, most of these in Churchill’s Division.  Banks’s rearguard made 

good on their retreat and joined the remainder of the Union army at Alexandria leaving the 

Confederates in possession of Pleasant Hill.  While the battle was a tactical draw, it was a 
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Confederate strategic victory as it convinced Banks to abandon his invasion plans and begin his 

retreat to New Orleans.98   

 Even though Pleasant Hill was not the decisive victory that Taylor hoped it could be, he 

had still achieved remarkable success over the past two days.  He had inflicted over thirty-five 

hundred casualties on the Union army while only suffering twenty-six hundred.  He had captured 

twenty artillery pieces, 156 wagons, and over a thousand horses and mules and he had driven 

Banks’s army back twenty-five miles.  As Taylor prepared to continue his advance against 

Banks, Kirby Smith arrived in Taylor’s camp and he was not pleased. 

One can only imagine what was going through Kirby Smith’s mind as he journeyed to 

catch up with Taylor.  All along the route, Kirby Smith heard reports of Taylor’s victory and 

when he finally caught up with Taylor at Pleasant Hill he was in a bad mood. “Bad business, 

general,” he growled. “Banks will be on you at first daylight.” Taylor disagreed, replying that 

Banks was already in full retreat.99  As usual, Taylor was correct.  Banks had no stomach to 

continue the campaign and was in full flight back to New Orleans, via Alexandria.  With Porter’s 

naval fleet trapped by low water in the Red River and Banks’ army retreating, Taylor was eager 

to administer the triumphant final blow.  It was at this moment that Kirby Smith made the 

biggest blunder of his military career.  Angry over the fact that Taylor had willfully disobeyed 

orders and that he was receiving credit for defeating Banks, Kirby Smith ordered Taylor to return 

to Mansfield for a discussion on how the campaign would proceed.100    

                                                            
98 Joiner, “One Damn Blunder from Beginning to End”, pp. 108-115. 
99 Jeffery S. Prushankin, “” To Carry Off the Glory”: Edmund Kirby Smith in 1864” in Lawrence Lee Hewitt with 
Arthur W. Bergeron Jr. and Thomas E. Schott, eds, Confederate Generals in the Trans-Mississippi Vol. 1: Essays on 
America’s Civil War (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 2013), 67. 
100 Ibid., pg. 67 



63 
 

After arriving in Mansfield, Kirby Smith informed Taylor that he intended to take three 

infantry divisions and pursue Steele in Arkansas.  Kirby Smith made this decision based on 

intelligence that Steele was still moving towards Shreveport.  Steele was indeed still moving 

towards Shreveport, but he had not made much progress.  While Banks was getting pummeled 

by Taylor at Mansfield and Pleasant Hill, Steele had remained idle at Prairie D’Ane.  Even 

though Steele was still moving towards Shreveport, he was not a serious threat.  Steele’s advance 

had been hampered by a lack of supplies as his men traveled through the barren wasteland that 

was southwest Arkansas.  Even if Steele had been well-supplied, the Confederates enjoyed a 

numerical advantage as Price had approximately ninety-seven hundred men facing Steele’s seven 

thousand.101 

While Banks was being pushed back in Louisiana, Steele was having an equally difficult 

time in Arkansas.  Steele made a feint towards Washington, Arkansas but moved instead to 

Camden.  He arrived on April 15 and secured the town but there were no supplies waiting for his 

men.  Steele waited two days for supplies that never came and finally sent out a twelve-hundred-

man detachment and two hundred wagons to procure a supply of corn twenty miles from 

Camden.  As the supply train returned to Camden on April 18, it was attacked by eighteen 

hundred Confederates led by Brigadier Generals Sam Bell Maxey and John S. Marmaduke.  The 

Confederates attacked the front and rear of the column and drove the Union soldiers into 

Camden.  The Confederates suffered about one hundred casualties and the Union force suffered 

about three hundred.  While Maxey and Marmaduke had failed to destroy the Union column, 

they seized 197 wagons and all the corn.  Steele’s troops would continue to starve.102 
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Fortunately for Steele, a supply column arrived on April 20 which provided his men with 

enough food to provide for them until the next supply column arrived.  While the Confederates 

maintained a passive siege outside of Camden, they were determined to cut Steele’s tenuous 

supply line to force him to retreat to Little Rock.  On April 25, the Confederates seized the 

opportunity to cut Steele’s supply line when Brigadier General James F. Fagan attacked an 

eighteen-hundred-man strong Union supply column.  Unlike Marmaduke and Maxey, Fagan 

struck from all sides and completely overwhelmed the Union force with his entire division.  Only 

three hundred Federals escaped to deliver the bad news to Steele.  Realizing that Price’s cavalry 

force had effectively destroyed his supply line, Steele opted to retreat to Little Rock. Starving 

and with no possibility of resupply, Steele had no option but to retreat.103 

Steele began his retreat on April 26 and reached Jenkins’ Ferry along the Saline River on 

April 29.  Steele’s retreat was marked by heavy rainfall that turned the roads to mud and the 

surrounding countryside into a semi-swamp.  Upon reaching Jenkins’ Ferry, Steele was forced 

by heavy rains to begin constructing a pontoon bridge.  As Steele retreated, Price and his 

indefatigable cavalry continuously nipped at Steele’s heels.  Unfortunately, the same heavy 

rainfall fell on Union and Confederate troops alike and slowed Price’s pursuit.  While Steele 

constructed his pontoon bridge, Kirby Smith arrived with three infantry divisions and assumed 

command of all Confederate forces on the field.104 

Steele’s rearguard had taken up a strong defensive position with Cox’s Creek protecting 

the Union right and an impenetrable swamp guarding the left.  Given the impassable terrain on 

either flank, the Confederates were to advance on the Union center which was only four hundred 
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yards wide.  The narrowness of the field meant that the Confederates would have to attack in a 

piecemeal fashion, or one division at a time.  The narrow field also meant that the Federals 

would be able to concentrate accurate and consistent artillery and musket fire on the 

Confederates.  In short, it was a perfect killing field. 

Prior to Kirby Smith’s arrival, Price had ordered Fagan to take his three-thousand-man 

division around the flank of the enemy and disrupt his supply line and take up a position in his 

rear.  Fagan was unable to carry out Price’s orders because he could not cross the flooded Sabine 

River and he also had to find food and forage for his men.  Fagan’s troops would arrive after the 

battle was over.  Kirby Smith believed that he had Steele trapped between the two wings of his 

army and was determined to capture Steele’s entire force.  Kirby Smith ordered his men to attack 

the Union force as it crossed the pontoon bridge.  Churchill’s Division attacked first, followed by 

Parson’s Division as soon as it arrived on the field.  When Churchill and Parson’s men failed to 

take the position, Walker’s Texas Division was sent in and failed to take the position.105 

Having failed to break Steele’s defensive line at Jenkins’ Ferry, Kirby Smith and the 

Trans-Mississippi Army watched as Steele’s men safely crossed the Saline River, burned the 

pontoon bridge, and marched back to Little Rock.  Kirby Smith’s opportunity for battlefield 

glory disappeared as Steele marched away from Jenkins’ Ferry and he bears most of the 

responsibility for the Trans-Mississippi Army’s failure to capture Steele’s force.  While Kirby 

Smith’s plan to trap Steele between the two wings of his army was sound, the execution was 

fatally flawed.  Even the most cursory glance of the terrain should have alerted Kirby Smith to 

that fact this was not the place to fight a battle.  The enemy’s possession of the most defensible 

ground coupled with the fact that his army lacked enough space to maneuver should have been 
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enough for Kirby Smith to call off his attack.  If Kirby Smith had truly divided his force equally 

and sent half of it around Steele’s flank to get into his rear, then Steele would have been trapped.  

He would have been forced to abandon his defensive position on the Saline River and Kirby 

Smith would have been able to find more suitable terrain to spring his trap. 

While Kirby Smith was trying to capture Steele’s army in Arkansas, Taylor was using the 

few forces he had to try and trap Banks’s army and Porter’s fleet.  Porter had learned that Banks 

was retreating and so he turned his fleet around and headed for Alexandria.  Anticipating a naval 

flotilla to accompany Banks, Confederate engineers had diverted much of the water in the Red 

River into a tributary, lowering the water level and effectively trapping Porter’s fleet.  While 

Taylor’s infantry watched Banks’s infantry at Grand Ecore, the Confederate cavalry under Tom 

Green constantly harassed Porter’s slow-moving fleet with rifle and field artillery fire.  On April 

12, Confederate cavalry skirmished with Porter’s fleet at Blair’s Landing.  While watching the 

skirmishing, Green was decapitated by a shell from one of the gunboats.  Green’s loss was 

irreplaceable to Taylor and he lamented the loss of his friend and subordinate.106  It was the 

second time in four days that Taylor had lost one of his most capable subordinates and it would 

have a significant impact on Taylor’s ability to conduct offensive operations. 

Learning of Porter’s retreat, Banks left Grand Ecore for Alexandria where he was to 

rendezvous with Porter’s fleet.  Banks’s footsore infantry marched through Natchitoches and 

onto Cane River Island, a small stretch of land created by the Cane and Red Rivers.  Taylor was 

convinced that Banks had blundered into a trap and was determined to capture his entire force.  

While his infantry harassed Banks’s rearguard, Taylor ordered Hamilton P. Bee, his new cavalry 

commander, to ride hard and get in front of Banks’s force.  Bee’s cavalry arrived at Monett’s 
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Ferry and secured all the crossings.  With Taylor’s infantry at Natchitoches and Bee’s cavalry at 

Monett’s Ferry, it appeared that Banks was trapped. 

While Banks outnumbered Taylor nearly six to one and could easily overrun Bee’s 

position with a bloody assault, he found another way to extricate himself from Taylor’s trap.  A 

runaway slave directed Banks’s men to a hidden ford on the Cane River that was unguarded.  

Banks’s infantry crossed the ford and began to turn Bee’s left.  With his flank turned and finding 

himself heavily outnumbered, Bee withdrew his cavalry to a safe distance, but continued to 

harass the front and rear of Banks’s column.107  Upon finding out that Banks had slipped through 

his fingers, Taylor lashed out harshly at his new cavalry commander.  He accused Bee of 

disobeying orders and had him removed from command.108  In Bee’s defense, he had only 

recently been promoted to command Taylor’s cavalry division and was in the process of 

breaking in his new command during an active campaign.  Also, Bee was outnumbered eleven to 

one and there was no way that Bee could have halted Banks’s advance indefinitely.  Even if 

Banks had not found the secret ford, he would have eventually pushed his way across the Cane 

River.  Taylor may have been able to exact a bloody toll at the ferry crossing, but Banks would 

still have gotten away and there was nothing Taylor or Bee could have done to prevent it.   

Banks retreated to Alexandria to await the arrival of Porter’s fleet.  Porter’s retreat down 

the Red River had been slow, as most of his ships grounded in the low water.  In addition to that, 

the river was narrow in many places and the Federals were forced to spend several days clearing 

brush and other obstructions from the river.  While contending with the natural elements, the 

Union sailors also had to contend with Confederate ambushes as well as the many mines that the 
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Confederate navy had placed in the river.  Despite these trials and tribulations, Porter managed to 

save all his ships, except one.  Porter was forced to scuttle the USS Eastport, which had 

hopelessly run aground and could not be extricated.109 

While Porter was relieved to find Banks’s army at Alexandria when he arrived, his 

troubles were far from over.  Porter’s fleet had made it to Alexandria but unless the water level 

rose, the Union navy had no hope of reaching the deep waters of the Mississippi River.  While 

Porter pondered his predicament and squabble with Banks, a Union colonel named Joseph Bailey 

devised a way for Porter to rescue his fleet.  Bailey constructed a series of winged dams, 

effectively damming the river in blocks and allowing Porter’s fleet to gradually move down the 

river through each dam, much the same way that ships move through the Panama Canal today.  

Due to heavy military presence in and around Alexandria, Taylor was unable to obstruct the 

construction of the dams with artillery and musket fire.  While Porter made good his escape, 

Taylor was determined to strike one more blow at Banks before he made his escape to New 

Orleans.   

Taylor positioned his force in front of Banks’s army at Yellow Bayou.  On May 18, 

Banks attacked Taylor and drove his pickets back to the main line.  The Confederates counter-

attacked and the battle disintegrated into a series of small-scale charges and counter charges.  

Both sides were forced to quit the field when it caught fire and Banks’s army safely escaped to 

New Orleans.  The result of the contest was a foregone conclusion as Taylor’s force was wildly 

outnumbered by Banks.  While Taylor’s actions might have in some way assuaged his guilt for 

being unable to capture Banks, all it really did was cost Taylor five hundred more lives he could 

ill-afford to lose.110   
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The Battle of Yellow Bayou brought an end to the two-month campaign that was an 

astounding Confederate victory.  The Trans-Mississippi Army had successfully defeated a two-

prong Union invasion, won several decisive battles while being heavily outnumbered, and 

inflicted thousands of casualties on the invading Union armies.  In addition to these 

accomplishments, the Trans-Mississippi Army also captured dozens of artillery pieces, hundreds 

of wagons, and hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of vital military supplies.  Most 

importantly, the Trans-Mississippi Army had successfully protected the richest cotton-growing 

region of the Trans-Mississippi south, ensuring that 1864 would be the most profitable year yet 

for Confederate blockade running.   

Repercussions from the campaign were felt outside the Trans-Mississippi south.  The 

Trans-Mississippi Army had tied down thousands of battle-hardened veterans that Sherman 

sorely needed for his Atlanta campaign against Joseph Johnston.  Politically, Banks’s failure to 

impose Reconstruction on Texas and western Louisiana was a setback to Lincoln’s postwar 

vision of what the United States would be and hampered his efforts to win re-election.  For 

Confederates east of the river, the campaign was a morale boost for a nation that was facing its 

most difficult year yet.  The Confederate Congress was so impressed by the victory that on June 

10, 1864, they tendered their thanks to Taylor and his command for their victories at Mansfield 

and Pleasant Hill and promoted Taylor to the rank of lieutenant general.111 

The Trans-Mississippi Army had achieved astounding success in the Red River 

Campaign, and it would be the last time that the majority of the Trans-Mississippi Army would 

see combat.  The Trans-Mississippi Army would spend most of the summer recuperating and 
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resupplying its depleted regiments with men, ammunition, and supplies.  While the army rested 

and Kirby Smith looked for a suitable strategic target to attack, he would attempt to send ten 

thousand men across the Mississippi River to aid in Joseph Johnston’s defense of Atlanta.  When 

the troops were unable to cross the well-guarded river, Kirby Smith turned his gaze north to an 

invasion of Missouri.  Capturing and holding Missouri for the Confederacy had been the dream 

of all Missourians serving in the Trans-Mississippi Army since 1862.  Having wasted the 

summer on trying to send infantry reinforcements to the Army of Tennessee, Kirby Smith chose 

to send Major General Sterling Price on a long cavalry raid through Missouri in the fall of 1864. 

Price’s army entered Missouri on September 19, advancing northeast towards St. Louis.  

Price’s advance did not go undetected and Union forces under general Thomas Ewing moved 

from Ironton to obstruct Price’s path.  Ewing and Price met at Fort Davidson near Pilot Knob and 

Price called a council of war.  As experienced cavalry raiders, Shelby and Marmaduke opposed 

Price’s plan to attack the Union fort.  Even though Price outnumbered Ewing ten to one and if 

left unmolested there would be a union force in his rear, Shelby and Marmaduke were correct in 

arguing against the attack.  A successful cavalry raid required the invading force to move quickly 

through enemy territory, plundering and destroying targets of high military value.  While Fort 

Davidson was a Union military target, Price lacked the heavy artillery necessary to bombard the 

fort into submission and there were other more lucrative military targets such as St. Louis or the 

southwest branch of the Pacific Railroad with its terminus in Rolla.  Despite their protests, Price 

ordered Marmaduke and Shelby to attack Fort Davidson.  Despite the overwhelming numerical 

superiority enjoyed by the Confederates, they poorly coordinated their attack and suffered heavy 
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casualties.  During the night, Ewing and his men slipped through a gap in the Confederate line, 

adding insult to injury.112 

The Battle of Pilot Knob destroyed any chance Price’s force had of reaching St. Louis.  

Price made a feint at St. Louis before turning west towards his secondary objective, Jefferson 

City.  For the next three weeks, Price and army meandered through Missouri, raiding small 

towns and military installations for supplies and ammunition.  Few recruits joined Price’s ranks 

and when he discovered that Jefferson City was heavily fortified, he continued west towards 

Kansas City.  While Price moved leisurely through Missouri, angering Marmaduke and Shelby 

with his slow pace and disregard for the safety of his force, three Union forces were converging 

on Price to destroy him.113 

Major Generals Samuel Curtis, William Rosecrans, and James G. Blunt were trying to 

coordinate a pincer movement to capture Price.  While Rosecrans and Curtis telegraphed 

between Missouri and Kansas, James G. Blunt took the initiative and set out to find Price.  

Blunt’s men first encountered Price’s column at Lexington.  For the next four days, Price and 

Blunt skirmished at Lexington, Little Blue, Independence, and Big Blue, Missouri.  Although 

outnumbered six to one and forced to fall back, Blunt managed to slow Price’s already sluggish 

pace and allowed Curtis and Rosecrans to catch up.  While he was slowly pushing Blunt towards 

Kansas, Price learned that Curtis’ men had blocked his path at Westport.  A further cause for 

alarm were the ten thousand cavalrymen under Union General Alfred Pleasanton closing in on 

Price’s rear.114 
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Trapped between Curtis and Pleasanton, Price chose to attack Curtis first before turning 

on Pleasanton.  Price attacked Curtis at Westport on October 23 and during the four hour battle 

his men were repeatedly repulsed.  While he was attacking Curtis, Pleasanton finally caught up 

to the rear of Price’s army.  Price was forced to disengage and flee through Kansas and the 

Indian Territory towards Texas with Pleasanton doggedly pursuing him the entire way.  On 

October 25, Price and Pleasanton fought three battles as Price attempted to get away from 

Pleasanton.  In the morning, the two forces engaged at Marais des Cygnes as Pleasanton 

attempted to capture Price’s force as it crossed the Marais des Cygnes River.  Price sacrificed a 

thousand men and four cannon but made it safely across the river.115  Later that day, Pleasanton 

attacked Price as men attempted to ford Mine Creek.  One of the causes of Price’s leisurely pace 

was the cumbersome wagon train that Price had been hauling around Missouri.  Marmaduke and 

Shelby had repeatedly urged Price to abandon his wagon train and ride hard and fast for Texas.  

Price refused and now his cumbersome wagon train would be his undoing.  While his wagon 

train stalled in the middle of Mine Creek, Pleasanton attacked the rear of Price’s army.  Price’s 

army disintegrated and only a fierce rearguard defense by Shelby’s Iron Brigade prevented 

complete disaster.  Price lost six hundred men, six cannon, and Brigadier Generals William 

Cabell and Marmaduke were captured.  In one of the many ironies of the war, the wagon train 

that Marmaduke despised led to his capture.  He was promoted to major general while sitting in a 

Union prison camp and was released after the war ended.116  The third battle took place at 

Charlot, as he tried to cross the Marmiton River ford.  Once again, Price’s supply train slowed 

the crossing and was only able to escape after another desperate rearguard defense.117 
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The final battle of the campaign took place at Newtonia.  Price’s army was surprised by 

Blunt’s force and only a strong stand by Shelby’s division prevented complete annihilation.  

Price and his corps retreated through the Indian Territory and finally limped into Texas in 

December.118  Price’s invasion of Missouri brought an end to most of the fighting in the Trans-

Mississippi theater.  As news of Lee’s surrender spread, there were a few small skirmishes but by 

the spring of 1865, the men of the Trans-Mississippi Army were tired of fighting and instead of 

surrendering, simply returned home.   

In conclusion, the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army was largely unsuccessful in their 

first attempts to defend the Trans-Mississippi Confederacy.  As the war progressed, the Trans-

Mississippi Army was successfully able to defend their vital supply line running from Texas to 

the Mississippi River until the fall of Vicksburg on July 4, 1863 and protect the vital cotton 

growing regions of the Trans-Mississippi Confederacy.  Despite early military setbacks, the 

Trans-Mississippi army was able to take the field, which did much to reassure the governors and 

state legislators in the Trans-Mississippi Confederacy that they would not be abandoned again.  

Undoubtedly, the high-water mark for the Trans-Mississippi Army was the Red River Campaign.  

Although vastly outnumbered, the Trans-Mississippi Army successfully repelled the Union 

invasion and at the end of war was the last major Confederate field army to surrender. 
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Chapter 3: Supplying the Confederacy: Confederate Blockade Running and the Trans-
Mississippi Army, 1862-1865 

 
 
 At the outset of the war, the Confederacy lacked the industrial capacity to fight a modern 

war.  The South had always been an agrarian society, growing and exporting cotton, tobacco, and 

foodstuffs to other regions of the country and overseas to Europe.  The lack of industrialization 

in the South prior to the war meant that the Confederacy had to turn to home manufacture or 

imports in order to supply its soldiers.  While the Confederates did achieve some level of 

industrialization during the war, their primary means of supplying their armies with weapons, 

medicine, and ammunition, among other things, came through imports.  The Union blockade of 

all southern ports obviously had an impact on the ability of the Confederacy to import what they 

needed.  Historians have argued about the effectiveness of the Union blockade since the 1930s 

and only in the past thirty years have historians reached any kind of consensus on the issue.  In 

judging the effectiveness of the blockade, historians have analyzed two things: the overall 

effectiveness of the blockade and the effectiveness of the blockade on specific ports or sections 

of coastline.  As to the effectiveness of the blockade, historians agree that overall, the blockade 

was ineffective.  Stephen R. Wise, an expert on the blockade, estimates that eighty-five percent 

of ships successfully ran the blockade during the war.  W.T. Block has advanced a similar 

argument, although he argues that the number climbs to ninety percent in the trans-Mississippi.  

Wise and Block have also argued that effectiveness of the blockade on individual ports changed 

over the course of the war.  At the beginning of the war, the blockade was highly effective along 

the trans-Mississippi coastline but ineffective along the Gulf Coast east of the Mississippi River 

and along the Atlantic seaboard.  As the war progressed, the blockade tightened along the 
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Atlantic coast and along the eastern parts of the Gulf of Mexico.119  In the trans-Mississippi, the 

blockade became less effective as the war progressed, largely due to the efforts of the 

Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army. 

 During the war, the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army helped make Confederate 

blockade running successful in a variety of ways.  From a military standpoint, the Trans-

Mississippi Army fought two battles to either regain control of strategic port cities or to maintain 

possession of them.  In 1863, Edmund Kirby Smith organized the Cotton Bureau for the purpose 

of simplifying the purchase and transport of cotton from plantations to the port cities of 

Galveston and Sabine Pass, and across the Rio Grande to the Mexican port of Matamoros.  The 

Cotton Bureau was also supposed to eliminate competition between the Confederate government, 

the state governments, and private sellers.  Kirby Smith also made liberal use of Confederate 

legislation that stated that fifty percent of the cargo space on all blockade runners was reserved 

for cotton belonging to the Confederate government.  While the Trans-Mississippi Army’s main 

role in blockade running was to ensure that Confederate cotton safely cleared blockaded ports in 

large quantities, they also handled imports as well.  Beginning in 1862, the Trans-Mississippi 

Army established supply depots throughout the department to facilitate the transport of food, 

weapons, medicine and other war material from the Rio Grande and port cities to points along 

the Mississippi River where it could be shipped to Confederate states east of the river.  From the 

fall of 1862 until June of 1863, the Trans-Mississippi Army helped keep the Confederate army in 

Vicksburg supplied via the Vicksburg, Shreveport & Texas Railroad.  After the fall of 

Vicksburg, the Trans-Mississippi Army used imports to sustain itself in the field. 
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 The Union blockade arrived along the trans-Mississippi coast in July of 1861 with the 

arrival of the USS South Carolina at Galveston.  The South Carolina was replaced two months 

later by the USS Santee.  The Federal blockade fleet continued to expand into 1862.  By July of 

1862 there were eight Union vessels blockading the Galveston port.120  As Figure 1 below 

demonstrates, the Union blockade squadron was largely successful in 1861.  In the five months 

between July and December of 1861, fourteen ships attempted to run the blockade but only two 

were successful.  There were several reasons as to why the Union blockade of trans-Mississippi 

ports was so successful in the early days of the war and why, so few ships ran the blockade. 

 

Figure 1.  Data compiled from (Galv.) Daily News, 1879-1889; W.T. Block, Schooner Sail to 
Starboard: The US Navy vs. Blockade Runners in the Western Gulf of Mexico (College Station: 
Institute of Nautical Archaeology, 2007), 49,86,106-107. 
 
 First, the Union vessels that arrived maintained a roving patrol instead of dropping 

anchor and waiting for blockade runners to appear.  By being constantly in motion, the Union 

                                                            
120 Block, Schooner Sail to Starboard, 48-51. 
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blockading vessels did not have to waste time waiting for their steam engines to build up enough 

pressure before mounting a pursuit.  Second, the Union blockade managed to shut down most of 

the local traffic that frequented Galveston.  Prior to the Civil War, most of the cotton harvested 

in east Texas and western Louisiana was sent down the Red River to New Orleans, where it was 

sold and shipped.  With New Orleans still in Confederate hands in 1861, farmers saw no need to 

deviate from their traditional harvest routines.  Only after the fall of New Orleans, did Galveston 

and other trans-Mississippi ports see a sharp increase in shipping.  With Galveston under 

constant blockade, Confederate blockade runners had to turn to less defended points of entry.  As 

the war progressed Sabine Pass became a popular blockade running port as did the Mexican port 

of Matamoros.  In addition to these three ports there were many locations that blockade runners 

could utilize to run cotton out of the Confederacy and materials in as the map in Figure 10 

indicates.  It was in these often-unguarded entry points that the Confederate first had success 

running the blockade.  Beginning in September 1861, blockade runners began using shallow 

ports in western Louisiana as well as the port at Sabine Pass.121  Of the five recorded blockade 

running attempts through Sabine Pass and western Louisiana, three of the five ships were 

successful in clearing the blockade.122  While this was good news for the Confederates, there was 

a drawback.  The reason the Confederates had so much success in western Louisiana and Sabine 

Pass is because they were shallow draft ports only accessible by light draft schooners and other 

small boats.  While these boats could easily navigate these shallow waters, they could only carry 

                                                            
121 Shallow draft ports in western Louisiana had been used by smugglers and pirates since the early nineteenth 
century.  The most famous of these pirates was Jean Laffite who smuggled slaves into Barataria Bay after 1809.  
After the loss of his base at Barataria, Laffite moved to Galveston Island and began smuggling supplies to the 
Texans fighting for independence from Mexico.  William C. Davis, The Pirates Laffite: The Treacherous Word of 
the Corsairs of the Gulf (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 2005). 
122 Block, Schooner Sail to Starboard, 86, 106-107. 
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small loads with each trip.  As the war continued most of the blockade running traffic would be 

centered on the deep-water ports of Galveston and Matamoros.   

 

 
W.T. Block, Schooner Sail to Starboard: The US Navy vs. Blockade Runners in the Western Gulf 
of Mexico (College Station: Institute of Nautical Archaeology, 2007), 32. 
 
 The fall of New Orleans on April 25, 1862 and the realization that the war was going to 

continue longer than most people believed led to an increase in blockade running through trans-
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Mississippi ports beginning in early 1862 and continuing throughout the war.  While Galveston 

remained a popular blockade running port, its capture by Union forces on October 10, 1862, 

temporarily diverted most of the blockade running traffic to Sabine Pass.  In August of 1863, the 

blockade around Sabine Pass would tighten until the Trans-Mississippi Army decisively defeated 

a Union invasion fleet on September 8, 1863.  One of the most significant contributions that the 

Trans-Mississippi Army made to assist blockade runners was the successful recapture of 

Galveston and their successful defense of Sabine Pass.  In the fall of 1862, when it became 

apparent the Union intended to capture Galveston, Confederate Brig Gen. Paul O. Hébert ordered 

all Confederate troops and guns moved off Galveston Island to Virginia Point, where the 

Galveston, Houston & Henderson Railroad meets the Texas coast.  The Union army and navy 

easily captured Galveston Island and the six hundred man 42nd Massachusetts Infantry regiment 

established a defensive position on Kuhn’s Wharf.  Hébert’s inability to contest the Union 

advance on Galveston and his general poor performance led the Confederate government to 

replace him with Maj. Gen. John B. Magruder.123   

Upon his arrival in Texas, Magruder immediately began planning to recapture Galveston.  

On December 31, 1862, Magruder quietly positioned his men and guns along the shore facing 

Kuhn’s Wharf and the Union blockade fleet located in the bay.  At 4:00 A.M. on January 1, 

1863, Magruder fired the first gun to signal that the attack had begun.  After firing the cannon, 

Magruder said, “Now, boys, I have done my best as a private, I will go and attend to that of 

General.”124  While Magruder’s twenty-one guns fired on the Union fleet in the bay, five 

hundred Confederate infantry attempted to storm Kuhn’s Wharf using ladders.  Unfortunately, 

                                                            
123 Edward T. Cotham, Jr., Battle on the Bay: The Civil War Struggle for Galveston (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1998), 87. 
124 Ibid., 105. 
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the ladders were too short, and the infantry assault failed.  While Magruder’s infantry and 

artillery were fighting a losing battle with the Union naval vessels, Leon Smith of the Texas 

Marine Department arrived with the CSS Neptune and the CSS Bayou City and began attacking 

the Union vessels in the bay.125  The CSS Neptune was quickly sunk but the CSS Bayou City 

managed to capture the USS Harriet Lane, the flagship of the West Gulf Coast Blockading 

Squadron.  During the battle, the USS Westfield became grounded on a sandbar and could not be 

removed.  Around noon, Magruder called for a three-hour ceasefire and Union forces agreed.  

During the ceasefire, William B. Renshaw, the Union Fleet Commander, attempted to blow up 

the Westfield rather than let if fall into enemy hands.  Renshaw was killed in the explosion that 

destroyed the Westfield and the remaining Union ships sailed out of Galveston Bay still flying 

white flags.  They would reach New Orleans safely.  Having been abandoned by their own navy, 

the men of the 42nd Massachusetts Infantry Regiment were forced to surrender.126 

Despite the loss of the CSS Neptune as well as one hundred fifty men killed or wounded, 

Magruder could rightly proclaim victory.  He had gambled and won, and he quickly declared 

Galveston to be an open port.  While the Union blockading squadron would soon return, the 

Confederates now controlled Galveston Island as well as the mainland.  Magruder had twenty-

one guns placed in defensive positions around the bay as well as several ships, including the USS 

Harriet Lane, to defend Galveston.  Union vessels could no longer safely enter Galveston Bay, 

which meant the Confederates controlled the docks.  With Galveston safely in Confederate 

hands, blockade runners could sail in and out of Galveston with greater ease.  Even the 

Confederate navy lent a hand to ease the blockade of Galveston.  On January 11, 1863 the CSS 

                                                            
125 Ibid., 124-134. 
126 Ibid., 130. 
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Alabama, captained by future Confederate Rear Admiral Raphael Semmes, lured USS Hatteras 

away from the Union blockading fleet and sank her after a short naval battle.127 

 Eight months later the Trans-Mississippi Army repelled another attempt by Union forces 

to invade Texas and interdict Confederate blockade operations.  On September 8, 1863, five 

thousand Union soldiers and four gunboats under the command of William B. Franklin attempted 

to capture Sabine Pass and land the Union infantry.  To defend against this invasion force were 

forty-six men of the Texan Davis Guards led by Lt. Richard Dowling.  Dowling’s men had 

trained for months and their training paid off as they shelled the Union fleet with uncanny 

accuracy.  The battle was a complete disaster for the Union forces, and they retreated to New 

Orleans.  The Confederates inflicted two hundred casualties and suffered no losses.  More 

importantly, they captured two gunboats, the USS Clifton and the USS Sachem.  Both the Clifton 

and the Sachem had participated in the Battle of Galveston and had disgracefully retreated while 

flying the white flag.  The Clifton and the Sachem made a nice addition to the Trans-Mississippi 

Army’s small fleet of gunboats and the victory provided a much need morale boost to the 

Confederates following the loss of Vicksburg and Port Hudson.128 

The Union’s attempt to capture and hold the Confederacy’s two busiest ports in the trans-

Mississippi led to a slight decrease in traffic for the year 1863 but traffic soon surpassed 1862 

levels in 1864 and 1865.  Figure 2 below shows the number of ships that attempted to run the 

blockade during the war and how many were captured.  The data shows that between 1861 and 

1865, 198 ships ran the blockade.  Of these 198 vessels, 118 or sixty percent, were captured 

which would appear to contradict claims by historians that eighty to ninety percent of ships that 

attempted to run the blockade were successful.  A closer look at the list of ships compiled by 

                                                            
127 Ibid., 143-147. 
128 Edward T. Cotham, Jr., Sabine Pass: The Confederacy’s Thermopylae (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004). 
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Wise and Block shows that all but two of the vessels that Wise documented successfully cleared 

the blockade.  Most of the ships that Block discusses in his work were captured trying to run the 

blockade.  Block and Wise adamantly remind their readers numerous times that the number of 

ships that ran the Union blockade far exceeded what they documented in their respective works.  

Wise and Block also agree that as the war progressed, the blockade became significantly weaker 

in the trans-Mississippi and stronger east of the Mississippi River.129  The data that Block and 

Wise compiled corroborate their argument.  Of the eighty ships that were known to have cleared 

the Union blockade of trans-Mississippi ports, sixty-eight did so between 1863 and 1865. 

 

 
Figure 2. Data compiled from Block, Schooner Sail to Starboard; Wise, Lifeline of the 
Confederacy, pp. 272-275; O.R.N. Vols. 19-22. 
 

                                                            
129 The most recent scholarship on Civil War naval activity continues to argue that the Union blockade of 
Confederate ports was quite porous.  See Barbara Brooks Tomblin, Life in Jefferson Davis’ Navy (Annapolis: Naval 
Institute Press, 2019).  Throughout her work, Tomblin discusses the blockade of Confederate ports east of the 
Mississippi River.  While Tomblin does briefly discuss the CSS Missouri, her coverage of Confederate naval activity 
in the trans-Mississippi West is virtually non-existent. 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

1861 1862 1863 1864 1865

Confederate Blockade Running in the Trans-Mississippi 
West, 1861-1865

Ships That Ran the Blockade Ships That Were Captured Ships That Cleared the Blockade



83 
 

 Block claims that only ten percent of ships that ran the blockade in the trans-Mississippi 

west were captured, meaning that ninety percent successfully cleared the blockade.  If this claim 

is true, and there is no evidence to suggest that it is not, then at least twelve hundred vessels 

attempted to run the blockade through trans-Mississippi ports.  The average blockade running 

vessel carried 122 bales of cotton worth approximately twenty-six thousand dollars.  If Block’s 

data is correct, over 32 million dollars’ worth of cotton was shipped out of trans-Mississippi 

ports bound for Havana and eventually England.  Over 28 million dollars’ worth of cotton 

successfully reached its destination.130 

 While shipping cotton out of trans-Mississippi ports was profitable, an even more 

lucrative business was booming south of the border.  During the Civil War, the Trans-Mississippi 

Army facilitated the procurement and shipment of cotton from Texas and Louisiana across the 

Rio Grande to the Mexican port of Matamoros.  Because Matamoros was in Mexico it could not 

be blockaded by Union ships, making it a magnet for those wishing to smuggle weapons, 

ammunition, and supplies into the Confederacy and cotton out.  During the war 320,000 bales of 

cotton were shipped from Matamoros and most of it reached its destination.  This cotton was 

worth approximately seventy million dollars.131  While the Cotton Bureau purchased and shipped 

twenty-five percent of the cotton that went through Matamoros and trans-Mississippi ports, the 

Trans-Mississippi Army’s primary role in blockade running operations was to ensure that 

Confederate ports remained open and that plantation owners were protected while they grew 

cotton.  Most of the cotton exported from the trans-Mississippi was procured by state 

governments and private speculators.  The extent and profitability of cotton exports can be seen 

                                                            
130 Block, Schooner Sail to Starboard; Stanley Lebergott, “Through the Blockade: The Profitability and Extent of 
Cotton Smuggling, 1861-1865” The Journal of Economic History, Vol. 41, No.4 (Dec. 1981), 867-888, 869. 
131 James W. Daddysman, The Matamoros Trade: Confederate Commerce, Diplomacy, and Intrigue (Newark: 
University of Delaware Press, 1984), 143. 
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by the cargo that blockade runners tried to run into the Confederacy.  While weapons, 

ammunition, and medicine topped the list, gunny sacking, cotton bagging, rope, and cotton cards 

began appearing on cargo manifests with increasing frequency.  These last four items were 

essential for the baling and transport of cotton.132 

 With the fall of Vicksburg, there appeared to be little military reason to continue shipping 

cannon and large quantities of iron into the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department, but these 

items continued to make their way through the blockade throughout the war.  Large quantities of 

bar and flat iron were carried through the blockade in 1863 and 1864.  The trans-Mississippi had 

no cannon foundries and very few workshops for repairing locomotives so any metals that came 

through the blockade would not have been used to make cannon.  In all likelihood, the sheet iron 

was for the CSS Missouri, which was being constructed in Shreveport.  The ship was completed 

in 1863 but did not receive its cannon until 1864. The bar iron was probably used to build a 

railroad linking Shreveport, Louisiana to Marshall, Texas.  While this railroad was never 

completed, several miles of track were laid during the war.  The remaining bar iron was probably 

used to strengthen the defenses at Galveston.  Magruder had used a railroad battery during the 

Battle of Galveston and following the battle, he constructed several more railroad batteries.  He 

also had railroad tracks laid around the island and artillerymen pushed the railroad batteries 

down the tracks to the various redoubts that were constructed around the island.  Magruder was 

able to successfully defend the island by keeping his artillery mobile rather than stationary as his 

cannon could be wheeled into any advantageous position and could be hauled away if threatened 

by enemy fire.133   

                                                            
132 O.R.N., Series I, Vol. 21, pp.130-133, 202-203, 273. 
133 O.R.N., Series I, Vol. 21, pp. 135-136; Cotham, Battle on the Bay, 150. 
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 Not everything that came through the blockade was intended for military use and while 

the Confederate government did legislate that half of a blockade runner’s cargo be reserved for 

Confederate military supplies, it placed no restrictions on what could constitute the remaining 

fifty percent of the cargo.  While blockade runners could turn a profit providing the Confederate 

military with supplies, running consumer goods through the blockade proved to be more 

lucrative.  By examining the cargo manifests from ships captured while running the blockade, 

one gains an interesting perspective on how well the Confederate economy was doing in the 

trans-Mississippi Confederacy.  By the fall of 1862, clothes, thread, and shoes were beginning to 

show up frequently on cargo manifests.  While these items continued to be in high demand 

throughout the conflict, there were a few surprising items on the manifests.  Surprisingly, by 

1863, most cargo manifests included some form of alcohol.  Everything from whiskey and 

brandy was shipped through the blockade in large quantities.  Given that most people in the 

Confederacy had limited access to medicine, the alcohol probably served medicinal as well as 

social purposes.  Perhaps the most surprising item to make the list was bananas.  In February of 

1864, Union blockade vessels captured the Mary Douglas.  In addition to her cargo of linen and 

coffee, she was carrying a large quantity of bananas.134  While vegetables and produce were 

surely in short supply, it is unknown why there was such a demand for bananas. 

 While the cargo manifests of captured blockade runners give us an interesting insight to 

the state of the Confederate economy in the trans-Mississippi Confederacy, more research is 

needed.  The Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies has not been as seriously 

studied as its more famous counterpart and the absence of a general index make it difficult for a 

researcher to casually peruse it.  More research into these records as well as contemporary 
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newspapers will most likely provide a clearer picture of how well the economy functioned in the 

trans-Mississippi Confederacy during the Civil War.  Given its unique position on the Rio 

Grande, Texas was relatively well-supplied during the Civil War due to the large amount of trade 

occurring at Matamoros, Mexico, just across the Rio Grande.  With Texas relatively supplied, it 

would be interesting to see how well the economy functioned in Confederate Arkansas or in 

western Louisiana.  Not much is known about the transportation networks used by private firms 

to move cotton to Texas ports and consumer goods from those same ports to cities in towns in 

Arkansas and Louisiana.  For the historian interested in the economy or blockade running in the 

trans-Mississippi Confederacy, there are many opportunities for productive research.  

 While the Trans-Mississippi Army played a limited role in shipping cotton out, they had 

a much larger role in distributing supplies that came in through the blockade.  Map 1 below 

shows the supply depots that were established throughout the Trans-Mississippi Department.  

While these depots supplied the Trans-Mississippi Army while it was in the field, they were also 

used to transport arms, ammunition, medicine, and other supplies that made it through the 

blockade.  These items were transported from depot to depot as they slowly made their way east 

to the Mississippi River.  Before the fall of Vicksburg, supplies would be shipped across the 

Mississippi River to be used by the Army of Tennessee and the Army of Northern Virginia.  Due 

to the lack of rail transport, most of the supplies were moved through the trans-Mississippi via 

wagon.  Most of these supplies found their way east but occasionally supplies went missing en 

route and Theophilus Holmes was reprimanded at least once for taking supplies earmarked for 
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other armies.135  From the fall of 1862 until June of 1863, the Trans-Mississippi Army helped 

keep Vicksburg supplied via the Vicksburg, Shreveport & Texas Railroad.136   

 
  

                                                            
135 O.R. Series I. Vol. 13, pg. 911. 
136 Lawrence E. Estaville, Jr., Confederate Neckties: Louisiana Railroads in the Civil War (Ruston: McGinty 
Publications, 1989), 65-70. 
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Map 1.  James L. Nichols, The Confederate Quartermaster in the Trans-Mississippi (Austin: The 
University of Texas Press, 1964), 8. 
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Chapter 4: Keeping the Western States in the Confederacy: Theophilus Holmes, Edmund Kirby 
Smith and the Trans-Mississippi Governors 

 
When most people think about the Civil War, they think of it as a fight between North 

and South, but this is an oversimplification.  In reality, there were four distinct regions of the 

country at war with each other: the east, the south, the Midwest, and the west.  While the 

Midwest obviously sided with the Union, there was a substantial amount of discontent and there 

was even a semi-open conspiracy to take the Midwestern states out of the Union.  While the 

conspiracy surrounding the Northwest Confederacy is well-known, what is virtually unknown is 

that in 1862, the governors of the Trans-Mississippi states threatened to secede from the 

Confederacy.  The governors’ threat to secede from the Confederacy and form their own separate 

nation was a logical response to what they felt had been a continuous train of abuses and neglect 

from the Confederate government in Richmond.  The loss of the Trans-Mississippi states would 

have been disastrous to the Confederacy.  The Trans-Mississippi states were a large supplier of 

troops as well as beef and other war materials to the Confederate states east of the Mississippi 

River.  More importantly, the loss of the Trans-Mississippi states would have resulted in the loss 

of several blockade running ports, including Galveston and Sabine Pass, as well as access to the 

open port of Matamoras, conveniently located just across the Texas/Mexico border.  The Trans-

Mississippi governors knew the value of their region and their threat to secede could be seen as a 

desperate attempt to get the Confederate government to provide military support to their long-

neglected region.  The abuses and neglect that the governors cited when they threatened to 

secede can be traced back to the spring of 1862. 

In 1861, as war with the United States became inevitable, Confederate states began 

calling up militias and buying supplies and weapons for their state armies.  Most of these troops 

and all their equipment would be transferred into the Confederate army.  This process took place 
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in the Trans-Mississippi Confederacy as well, as Louisiana, Arkansas, and Texas troops were 

incorporated into the Confederate army and sent east.  Troops were also needed for the defense 

of Texas and Arkansas and by the fall of 1861 there were thirty thousand troops in the Trans-

Mississippi Confederacy divided into two departments and three armies.  In Missouri, Sterling 

Price and the ten thousand strong Missouri State Guard had a tenuous hold on the southwestern 

part of the state.  In Arkansas, Brig. Gen. Ben McCulloch had an army of ten thousand troops, 

and in the far west, the three-thousand-man Army of New Mexico was preparing for its invasion 

of New Mexico, Arizona, and Colorado.  In the Department of the Indian Territory, Brig. Gen. 

Albert Pike had roughly twenty-five hundred men and there were six thousand men in the 

Department of Texas under Brig. Gen. Paul Hebért.137 

In 1862, as the Confederate government realized that the war would go on longer than 

expected, they reorganized their forces throughout the Confederacy.  All troops in the Trans-

Mississippi West, except for Brig. Gen. Henry H. Sibley’s Army of New Mexico, were 

incorporated into the Trans-Mississippi District which was part of Department No. 2.  After his 

defeat at the Battle of Pea Ridge, Maj. Gen. Earl Van Dorn marched as many troops as possible 

out of the Trans-Mississippi District to fight east of the Mississippi River.  The only Confederate 

troops left in the Trans-Mississippi were the disorganized Missouri State Guard, Pike’s Indian 

Division, and the shattered Army of New Mexico.  Even though Van Dorn was a poor 

commander, he managed to make a clean sweep of the Confederate Trans-Mississippi, removing 

everything of military value.  Van Dorn refused to return west of the Mississippi River and 

assigned Maj. Gen. Thomas C. Hindman to command what was now called the Trans-

Mississippi District.138    
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The Trans-Mississippi did not remain a district for long.  The Confederate government 

created the Trans-Mississippi Department and divided it into two districts.  Hindman received 

temporary command of the department as well as the District of Arkansas and the Indian 

Territory.  Brig. Gen. Paul O. Hébert received the District of Texas and Western Louisiana. 

While Hindman and Hébert represented the military authority in the trans-Mississippi, civil 

authority was invested in the governors of the four trans-Mississippi states, via their state 

legislators.  During the Confederacy’s brief four-year existence, eight men would serve as 

governors of the various trans-Mississippi states.  Except for Missouri, each Confederate state 

west of the Mississippi River would hold a gubernatorial election during the war, electing a new 

governor.  Governor Claiborne F. Jackson of Missouri would die on December 6, 1862 and be 

replaced by Thomas C. Reynolds.139  Of the four trans-Mississippi governors, Jackson was 

probably in the most unenviable position.  Jackson had been duly elected but in 1861 had been 

deposed by Unionists who had gained control of the state.  By the late summer of 1862, 

Jackson’s hopes of reclaiming Missouri for the Confederacy were dim.  Confederate Major 

General Earl Van Dorn had failed in his campaign to return Confederate troops to Missouri and 

after losing the Battle of Pea Ridge, had taken his Army of the West across the Mississippi River 

to join the concentration of Confederate troops at Corinth, Mississippi.  Accompanying Van 

Dorn on his journey were six thousand Missouri soldiers as well as Major General Sterling Price, 

the former governor of Missouri as well as former commander of the Missouri State Guard.   

While Jackson was a governor without a state, in Arkansas Henry M. Rector was a 

governor with a less than enthusiastic state legislature.  Rector ran as an outsider candidate and 

was elected governor on November 16, 1860.  When the lower South states began seceding, 
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Rector moved quickly to seize the arsenal at Little Rock and called for a secession convention to 

take the state out of the Union.  The state legislature moved much more slowly, and Arkansas did 

not leave the Union until after the bombardment of Fort Sumter.  In Louisiana, Thomas O. 

Moore occupied the governor’s chair, assuming office on January 23, 1860.  Moore served 

longer than any other trans-Mississippi governor and was forced to move the state capital several 

times during the war.  In Texas, Francis R. Lubbock was the first elected governor to serve 

during the Civil War.  In early 1861, when Texas and the six other lower South states seceded 

from the Union, Sam Houston was governor of Texas.  A staunch Unionist, Houston was 

opposed to the steps taken by the state legislature and the secession convention and was 

forcefully removed from office.  Edward Clark served as interim governor until Lubbock 

assumed office on November 7, 1861.140 

By the summer of 1862, there was growing disaffection for the Confederacy among the 

trans-Mississippi states.  Van Dorn had stripped the state of anything of military value as he 

marched out of the trans-Mississippi.  Missouri was firmly under Union control and Arkansas 

from Van Buren to Helena was either occupied by Federal troops or was largely a no-man’s-

land.  In Texas, Hébert was failing to live up to expectations and the state’s coastline continued 

to be largely undefended.  Western Louisiana was completely undefended, and Moore was 

powerless to stop depredations by both Union and Confederate forces.  In an attempt to gain 

redress for their grievances, Lubbock called a governors’ conference to meet in Marshall, Texas.  

This conference would be the first of three governor’s conferences held in Marshall during the 

war and was only attended by Lubbock and Jackson.  While Rector and Moore were unable to 

attend, they endorsed the resolutions drafted by the conference members.  The trans-Mississippi 
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governors demanded that a branch of the Confederate treasury be established west of the 

Mississippi River.  They demanded a general be assigned to command all troops in the trans-

Mississippi and they wanted more ammunition depots established to help alleviate the weapons 

and supply shortages.  The resolutions and accompanying documents were sent to Richmond via 

Guy M. Bryan.  Bryan would soon serve on Holmes’s staff and later would be influential in 

having Lubbock appointed as one of Davis’s military aides.  While Moore was absent, his impact 

on the conference was apparent in the resolutions that were passed.  Of all the trans-Mississippi 

governors, Moore had the most correspondence with Davis and had requested a branch treasury 

office long before the governors met in Marshall.141   

While he endorsed the resolutions made at the Marshall Conference, Governor Rector 

was noticeably silent when it came to corresponding with Davis or any other member of the 

Confederate government.  Given the level of discontent in Arkansas, the casual observer would 

be surprised that Rector was largely silent when it came to what was occurring in his state.  

Rector’s silence was rooted in the political situation in antebellum Arkansas.  From the time 

Arkansas became a state in 1836 until Thomas C. Hindman was elected to the U.S. House of 

Representatives in 1859, politics in the state were controlled by a Democratic party machine 

known as “The Family”.  Until Hindman, no one in the state was elected without the Family’s 

patronage and consent.  Hindman was successful because he ran as an outsider and vociferously 

attacked the Family in print and in stump speeches.  During the Arkansas gubernatorial race in 

1860, Rector ran Hindman’s campaign playbook of attacking the Family and easily won the 

election.  While Rector and Hindman’s attacks on the Family were popular with the voting 
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public, it earned them the ire of most members of the state legislature as well as Arkansas’s 

senators and representatives in Congress.142 

The summer of 1862 found Rector nearing the end of his term as governor.  Hindman had 

been assigned to command the District of Arkansas and the Indian Territory and he was 

temporarily in command of the Trans-Mississippi Department until Theophilus Holmes arrived.  

While Hindman was technically in charge of the Trans-Mississippi Department, he focused his 

efforts on the defense of the Arkansas River Valley and ignored Hébert.  During his brief tenure 

as commander of the Trans-Mississippi Department he managed to cobble together a force of 

twenty-five thousand men and procured an astonishing amount of supplies from such a resource 

poor area.  By stripping the region of resources, Hindman alienated almost the entire population 

of Arkansas.   

When Hindman arrived, he found that Arkansas was virtually defenseless, Confederate 

money was refused as tender, or was heavily discounted and that bands of Confederate soldiers 

were roaming the countryside, attacking citizens and hiding from the enemy.  To compound the 

problem the governor and most of the state legislature had fled the capital, and courts had ceased 

to function.143  Hindman’s first step was to use the newly passed Conscription Act of 1862 to 

impress the state militia into Confederate service.  He then began an extensive recruitment 

campaign, ordered regiments from other states sent to his command, and organized partisan 

ranger companies.  While Hindman’s recruitment efforts were unpopular, he eventually built a 

force of twenty-five men.  These men were poorly armed and equipped but they constituted the 
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largest Confederate force in the field when Theophilus Holmes assumed command on August 30, 

1862. 

To supply his growing army, Hindman first established price controls to curb monetary 

inflations and ensure that goods were purchased at fair prices.  When price controls failed, 

Hindman turned to impressment, paying for goods with nearly worthless Confederate currency 

or merely giving notes to property owners promising future payment.  While his conscription 

methods and price controls irritated the population, it was his declaration of martial law that 

turned the people of the state against him.  According to the Confederate Constitution, only the 

President could declare martial law, and then only for a specified period of time.  Instead of 

consulting with the President, the governor, and the state legislator, Hindman simply made a 

unilateral decision to declare martial law over the entire state indefinitely. 

Considering his strong states’ rights views, it is surprising that Rector was the only 

person not upset with the actions that Hindman was taking.  While the press was excoriating 

Hindman in print and the Arkansas congressional delegation was pleading with Davis for 

Hindman’s removal, Rector was largely silent about Hindman’s conduct.  Rector was the first 

trans-Mississippi governor to propose seceding from the Confederacy and now his state was 

receiving the most attention from the central government in Richmond.  The old saying goes that 

the squeaky wheel gets the most grease and this was certainly true in Arkansas in the summer 

and fall of 1862.  Rector was the squeaky wheel and Hindman was the grease and so Rector had 

nothing to complain about.  While Rector agreed with Hindman’s actions, he could not afford to 

say so if he wanted to get re-elected.  For Rector, it benefitted him politically to let Hindman take 

all the blame while at the same time ensuring that Arkansas was adequately defended.   
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While Hindman was cleaning up Arkansas, the military situation in Texas and western 

Louisiana was deteriorating.  Hébert was an incompetent commander and during his tenure he 

ordered Galveston and Sabine Pass evacuated without a fight, to the disgust of Texans in general 

and Governor Francis R. Lubbock in particular.  In western Louisiana, Governor Moore had no 

alternative but to call out what little state militia units were available to keep Hindman from 

committing atrocities in his state.144  The only benefit Moore received during this period was the 

arrival of Major General Richard Taylor, son of former U.S. President Zachary Taylor and 

former brother-in-law to Confederate President Jefferson Davis, who was to command the new 

District of Western Louisiana.  Taylor verified the desperate situation in western Louisiana, 

reporting that when he arrived at his post “The Confederate Government had no soldiers, no 

arms or munitions, and no money, within the limits of the district.”145   

Such was the situation when Theophilus H. Holmes arrived to assume command of the 

Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department on August 30, 1862.  Prior to Holmes’s arrival in 

Little Rock, Davis had received the letters and recommendations that the trans-Mississippi 

governors had issued from their conference in Marshall, Texas.  Davis was upset that the 

governors felt that he was neglecting the trans-Mississippi Confederacy and was also disturbed 

that the governors were threatening to secede and form their own nation west of the Mississippi 

River.  Davis moved quickly to demonstrate that he was not blind to the situation in the trans-

Mississippi west.  Taylor was quickly sent to western Louisiana with orders to command the 

District of Western Louisiana as well as a plan to recapture New Orleans from the Federals.  

Major General John B. Magruder was ordered to take command of the District of Texas, New 
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Mexico, and Arizona and he would arrive in November.  Davis also dispatched arms, 

ammunition, and money to the trans-Mississippi states, but these were slow to arrive.  While he 

refused to establish a branch of the Confederate treasury in the trans-Mississippi, he did take the 

governors’ suggestion and appointed Holmes to command the entire Trans-Mississippi 

Department.146 

When Holmes arrived, it was assumed that he would remove the price controls, restore 

civil liberties to the populace by ending martial law, and fairly and lawfully enforce the 

conscription.  To the surprise of everyone, Holmes did almost none of these things and merely 

maintained the policies that Hindman had enacted.  In doing so, Holmes understood what most 

of the population of Arkansas did not, that the cost of assembling, training, arming, and 

supplying an army to defend Arkansas required sacrifice.  In war, citizens cannot expect to 

maintain all their liberties and expect to achieve victory.  Victory requires sacrifice and Holmes, 

Hindman, and Rector understood this.  Holmes also made it clear by his actions that his main 

concern was Arkansas.  Holmes believed that the defense of the Arkansas River Valley was the 

key to holding the entire department and Holmes ignored Texas and western Louisiana 

completely during his tenure as commander of the Trans-Mississippi Department. 

While Holmes was held in near universal contempt by his contemporaries, a trend that 

has continued among Civil War historians, he did much to keep the trans-Mississippi states in the 

Confederacy and to provide for their defense.  First, Holmes established a bureaucracy to help 

him run his department.  He divided his department into districts to make it more manageable 

and he established bureaus to supply arms, ammunition, and food to his troops scattered across 

the vast Trans-Mississippi Department.  Holmes also created the Trans-Mississippi Army as a 
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mobile force that could defend the department from enemy invasion or take the offensive and 

advance into enemy territory.  The Trans-Mississippi Army did the latter in the fall of 1862, 

attempting to invade Missouri, via northwestern Arkansas.  Even though the Trans-Mississippi 

Army was defeated at Prairie Grove and later at Arkansas Post, their stout defense of the 

Arkansas River Valley ensured that the department was safe from Union occupation.   

Holmes’s greatest contribution to keeping the trans-Mississippi states in the Confederacy 

was his refusal to send troops from his department east across the Mississippi River, generating a 

controversy that would ultimately lead to the resignation of Confederate Secretary of War, 

George Wythe Randolph.  By November of 1862, Randolph had been serving as Secretary of 

War for six months, the third person to serve in that position.  In the Davis-dominated War 

Department, the Secretary of War often functioned as nothing more than a chief clerk.  This was 

the way Davis preferred it, as he insisted on making all the major decisions for the department 

and constantly inserted himself into the minutiae of the department’s inner workings.  But 

Randolph seems to have not gotten the memo.  As Secretary of War, Randolph felt duty bound to 

perform all the functions of his office that had been legislated to him by the Confederate 

Congress.  It was with this end in mind that in late November, Randolph ordered Holmes to cross 

the Mississippi River with ten thousand troops and assist Generals Pemberton and Johnston in 

their defense of Vicksburg.147   

Holmes was greatly agitated by Randolph’s order and as any good department 

commander would do, delayed carrying out the order until he wrote to Randolph explaining all 

the reasons why he could not carry it out.  At this point, Davis became involved and rescinded 

the order, telling Randolph that all orders had to pass through him before being issued.  
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Randolph, finally realizing that he was nothing more than a congressionally approved office boy, 

resigned and was replaced with James A. Seddon, who proved to be more pliable.  After 

accepting Randolph’s resignation, Davis wrote to Holmes outlining his expectations not just for 

Holmes but for other department commanders.  Davis made it clear that he never intended to 

order a department commander to send troops to another commander.  While Davis encouraged 

and promoted cooperation among his department commanders, he left it up to the individual 

generals to decide if and to what extent they should cooperate with other departments.148   

While Davis rescinded the order for Holmes to send troops across the river, which 

undoubtedly relieved Holmes, the president also made it clear that he expected Holmes to 

cooperate in some beneficial way with Confederate operations around Vicksburg.  The only 

benefit Holmes could provide other than supplies was troops and he was not about to part with 

any if he did not have to.  As a goodwill gesture, Holmes offered to send Sibley’s broken-down 

brigade to Pemberton to aid in his defense of Vicksburg.  Seddon wisely declined the offer, but it 

gave Holmes a convenient out.  If troops were requested in the future, he could say that he had 

offered to send troops but that the offer had been declined.149  Holmes offered Seddon the use of 

Sibley’s brigade mostly because they were of no use to him.  Their retreat from New Mexico to 

Texas had decimated the brigade and it would be several months before the brigade would be in 

any condition to reenter the field.   

Holmes’s refusal to send troops across the Mississippi might seem like a minor issue but 

it sent a clear message to the trans-Mississippi governors.  Everyone was aware of Van Dorn’s 

actions in the spring of 1862, when he had left the trans-Mississippi Confederacy defenseless and 

it appeared at first that Holmes was going to continue this policy.  By keeping the troops in the 
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Trans-Mississippi Department, Holmes was demonstrating that the defense of trans-Mississippi 

Confederacy was his top priority and that he was not going to be Richmond’s doormat.  

Holmes’s actions undoubtedly saved the trans-Mississippi west for the Confederacy.  If Holmes 

had taken ten thousand troops and gone east of the Mississippi River, Holmes would have left 

the trans-Mississippi Confederacy defenseless once again and those states would have seceded 

from the Confederacy. 

Despite Holmes’s efforts to defend the trans-Mississippi states, his almost universal 

unpopularity in Arkansas and his failure to address defense concerns in Texas and Louisiana led 

to increased calls for his replacement.  In September of 1862, shortly after Holmes took 

command of the department, Governor Lubbock sent a letter to Davis enclosing correspondence 

between himself and the diplomat who served as the French and Spanish consul.  The consul 

asked if it was wise for Texas to have seceded and if the Republic of Texas would be re-

established.  Lubbock answered yes to the former question and no to the latter.  In a letter written 

to Davis on December 1, 1862, Moore continued to lament the condition of the military situation 

in Louisiana and stated that some people thought Louisiana would have profited by maintaining 

“her independent sovereignty.”150   

Davis knew that he needed to make a change, but he did not want to remove Holmes 

from command of the Trans-Mississippi Department.  His solution was to create a new 

department called the Department of the Southwest and place Edmund Kirby Smith in command.  

Kirby Smith’s new command would include the state of Texas and the Arizona and New Mexico 

Territories.  Holmes would retain command in Arkansas, Missouri, and the Indian Territory.  

One month later Davis chose to abandon this new command structure and appointed Kirby Smith 
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commander of the Trans-Mississippi Department.  In writing to Holmes to inform him of the 

command change, Davis reassured his friend that his decision was made because he wished to 

temporarily reunite the department and not because he lacked faith in Holmes.  While Kirby 

Smith would command the department, Holmes would be assigned to command the District of 

Arkansas.151 

When Kirby Smith took command of the department, one of his first actions was to move 

departmental headquarters from Little Rock to Shreveport.  One of the major accusations against 

Holmes is that he fallen under the influence of Hindman, Rector, and other politicians in 

Arkansas to the detriment of the rest of the department.  While it is true that Holmes had ignored 

Louisiana and Texas during his tenure as department commander, his decision to establish his 

headquarters at Little Rock had been motivated by his belief that the defense of the Arkansas 

River Valley was vital to the survival of the department and he placed his headquarters closest to 

the area that required his attention.  Kirby Smith’s headquarters move was a small, but 

significant action that stated that his attention would be on the entire department, not just a 

portion of it.   

As a military commander, Kirby Smith continued Holmes’s policy of keeping the Trans-

Mississippi Army on the western side of the Mississippi River.  Kirby Smith would eventually 

try to send troops across the river to the Army of Tennessee, but this was after having 

successfully driven Banks out of Louisiana and Steele back to Little Rock in the spring of 1864.  

Only when there was no immediate threat to the trans-Mississippi states did Kirby Smith attempt 

to send troops across the Mississippi River.  In addition to keeping the Trans-Mississippi Army 

west of the Mississippi River, Kirby Smith retained the trans-Mississippi governors’ loyalty by 
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defending the department from every military threat between April of 1863 and May of 1865.  

While the Trans-Mississippi Army did not win every battle, their staunch defense of the trans-

Mississippi states ensured that they stayed in the Confederacy. 

Unlike Holmes, Kirby Smith actively sought the advice of the governors on military as 

well as civilian matters.  He especially sought the advice of Thomas C. Reynolds of Missouri, 

Thomas O. Moore of Louisiana, and Harris Flanigan of Arkansas.  Each of these men spent all or 

a portion of their term of office in exile.  Kirby Smith attentively listened to their pleas for the 

Trans-Mississippi Army to reclaim the lost portions of their states and aided them as best he 

could.  During the first half of his tenure as commander of the Trans-Mississippi Army, Kirby 

Smith focused on defending western Louisiana from multiple Union invasions. Once the threat to 

Louisiana dissipated, Kirby Smith turned to Arkansas and Missouri.  On the advice of Reynolds 

and Flanigan, he authorized Price’s disastrous Missouri raid.  While Kirby Smith’s reliance on 

his governors for advice led him to make poor military decisions, he ensured their loyalty and the 

loyalty of their states by bringing them into his confidence.152 

What ultimately kept the trans-Mississippi states from seceding was the way Kirby Smith 

worked with the governors after the loss of Vicksburg split the Confederacy and created a power 

vacuum in the trans-Mississippi Confederacy.  With the Confederacy split in two, Davis and 

Secretary of War James A. Seddon wrote to Kirby Smith and explained to him that in addition to 

being solely responsible for conducting military operations in the west, Kirby Smith would also 

have to “exercise powers of civil administration.”153  While Seddon left the definition of these 

powers vague, he clearly meant that Kirby Smith would exercise powers over the various 
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bureaus established by the war department such as the subsistence and quartermaster bureaus.  

With communication with Richmond severed, the officers in these bureaus west of the 

Mississippi River would report to Kirby Smith rather than Richmond.  Kirby Smith assumed a 

broader definition and would on occasion exercise authority that had not been granted to him 

such as creating a cotton bureau and promoting officers to the rank of general without them 

being approved by the Confederate Senate.154 

To ensure the stability of the government in the trans-Mississippi Confederacy, Kirby 

Smith invited the governors to a second Marshall Conference that convened on August 15, 1863.  

Also in attendance were justices and senators from Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas, as well as 

Guy M. Bryan.  The thirteen men broke into subcommittees to discuss a six-point agenda of 

issues important to Confederate military and civil authorities.  The items discussed were the 

conditions and resources of each state, the currency and cotton trade, the procurement of 

armaments, the Trans-Mississippi Departments foreign affairs, the temper of the people, and the 

limits on Kirby Smith’s authority.  After meeting in subcommittee, the attendees gathered as a 

group to review the reports and vote on them.155   

The subcommittee discussing the limits of Kirby Smith’s authority concluded that Kirby 

Smith could only exercise “those executive powers which came within the constitutional and 

legal purview of the Confederate Executive, and which, in addition, were “absolutely necessary 

for the defense of the Department.”156  The subcommittee on the procurement of arms, public 

morale, and the condition and resources of each state reported that while there was some 

disloyalty and disaffection among the population, the majority of citizens were loyal to the 
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Confederacy.  The report then went on to unrealistically state that the department had foodstuffs 

on hand to feed the army and the people “for at least two years” and that Texas, Arkansas, and 

Louisiana could raise an additional thirty-five thousand troops in addition to what was currently 

in the field and that Missouri could supply a regiment per month.157 As far as the procurement of 

arms and military supplies were concerned, the report boasted the Texas manufacturing complex 

was capable of providing everything the Trans-Mississippi Army needed.  The foreign affairs 

subcommittee states that Kirby Smith should send agents to correspond with the French and 

Mexican governments in Mexico to see what their intentions were in regard to the trans-

Mississippi Confederacy.  The subcommittee on currency and cotton suggested that Kirby Smith 

impress all cotton and pay for it by issuing six percent coupon bonds.158 

All these reports were unanimously approved except for the subcommittee report on 

currency and cotton.  While Kirby Smith solicited the advice of governors, judges, and other 

elected officials he was ultimately responsible for running the Trans-Mississippi Department and 

he largely left civilian authorities alone to administer state and local government.  Kirby Smith’s 

willingness to solicit advice from civilian authorities and his desire to keep civilian and military 

government separate ensured the cooperation between the trans-Mississippi governors and the 

Trans-Mississippi Army.  While there was still squabbling over the issues of cotton impressment 

and blockade running, the civilian governments and the military had a cooperative and working 

relationship that ensured that each state had a stable and somewhat functional state government. 

In conclusion, both Holmes and Kirby Smith worked to ensure that the governors of the 

trans-Mississippi states were happy and that they did not lead their states to secede from the 

Confederacy.  In 1862, Henry M. Rector was the most fervent advocate for secession from the 
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Confederacy and Holmes focused his attention on the defense of Arkansas.  Even though the 

policies of Hindman and Holmes were wildly unpopular, Holmes knew that the governor was 

pleased with the results and kept the policies in the in place, mollifying Rector’s position on 

secession from the Confederacy.  The beginning of 1863 found that discontent and the desire for 

secession were growing in western Louisiana and Texas.  The Confederate government replaced 

Holmes with Kirby Smith, who immediately moved his headquarters from Little Rock to 

Shreveport.  Through his actions at the Marshall Conference and afterwards, Kirby Smith 

showed the Confederate governors that he had no intention of becoming a despotic dictator in the 

trans-Mississippi.  His willingness to listen to and implement advice from the Confederate 

governors ensured that they would not lead their states to secede.  The actions that Holmes and 

Kirby Smith took to keep the Confederate governors happy ensured that the trans-Mississippi 

states stayed in the Confederacy.  Had Rector, Moore, Lubbock, and other Confederate 

governors succeeded in taking their states out of the Confederacy, it would have been a fatal 

blow to the Confederate war effort and the Confederacy would have collapsed much sooner. 
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Chapter 5: Collapse of the Trans-Mississippi Army 
 

An aura of gloom fell over the Trans-Mississippi Army during the winter of 1865.  The 

year had started off in promising fashion and the Trans-Mississippi Army had beaten back 

Banks’s invasion force.  Despite this success, the year had ended badly for the army, with Price’s 

Cavalry Corps being routed and almost destroyed in Missouri.  The news was bad from other 

parts of the Confederacy as well.  Granted had pushed Lee into the trenches around Richmond 

and Petersburg and continued to hammer away at the Army of Northern Virginia.  In the western 

theater, the Army of Tennessee failed to stop Sherman from capturing Atlanta and marched in 

the opposite direction as Sherman began his March to the Sea.  The Army of Tennessee had 

marched into its namesake state in an effort to draw Sherman out of Georgia.  The Nashville 

Campaign proved to be a disaster and Hood had destroyed the Army of Tennessee at the battles 

of Franklin and Nashville.  Sherman had taken Savannah in December and was preparing to 

march into the Carolinas.  Across the Confederacy it was one defeat after another.   

In the Trans-Mississippi Army, officers and men prepared for the coming campaign 

season.  It was clear to even the most optimistic observer that the Trans-Mississippi Army was 

almost played out.  Three years of constant campaigning had almost destroyed the army. Rations 

were short, supplies were nonexistent, and the soldiers had not been paid in months.  While the 

men prepared for active operations, the high command continued to play musical chairs.  

Wharton replaced Price as head of the Cavalry Corps and Fagan replaced Magruder as 

commander of the Second Corps in Arkansas.  In April, the Trans-Mississippi Army received 

word that Lee had surrendered to Grant at Appomattox Court House.  The army high command 

rushed broadsheets to the officers to be read to the men.  Despite the surrender of the Army of 

Northern Virginia, Kirby Smith and his corps commanders told their men that things were not as 
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bad as they seemed.  The Trans-Mississippi Army remained in the field and could repel any 

invasion attempt that the United States could throw at it.159  Most of the soldiers and civilians in 

the Trans-Mississippi Confederacy refused to believe that Lee had surrendered or that the Trans-

Mississippi Army could be defeated.  One newspaper editor in Texas claimed that Lee had 

escaped from Richmond with his army.  Surgeon Junius Bragg of the Thirty-Third Arkansas 

Infantry stated: “There is an Army here sufficient to worry the Yankees for a long time.”160 

News of Joseph Johnston’s surrender to Sherman in North Carolina reached the Trans-

Mississippi Army in early May.  News of the twin surrenders destroyed any morale and false 

hope that remained among the soldiers in the Trans-Mississippi Army and they began to desert.  

What began as a trickle soon became a flood as men deserted individually or in groups of ten and 

then in companies.  Eventually whole regiments and even brigades began to desert.  As the 

Trans-Mississippi Army dissolved, all semblance of order disappeared.  In Arkansas, women 

raided commissary stores without interference from the troops assigned to guard them.  In many 

instances, soldiers joined civilians in carrying off as much food as possible.  In Texas, similar 

activities took place although there was an effort in the postwar years to downplay or dismiss 

these events among Texans.161  

In a desperate attempt to stem the tide, Kirby Smith ordered his commanders to pull back 

towards Texas.  As his officer moved closer to departmental headquarters, they launched a soft 

coup against Kirby Smith.  Angry and disappointed with his leadership of the army they 

demanded that Buckner be given command of the Trans-Mississippi Army.  Kirby Smith was to 
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retain command of the department but was to issue no orders to the army.  Kirby Smith relented 

but it was an empty gesture at this point.  Not everyone survived the command changes in Trans-

Mississippi Army.  On April 6, 1865 Wharton was shot in the chest and killed during an 

argument with Col. George Wythe Baylor.  Baylor was not charged.  While the high command 

of the Trans-Mississippi Army squabbled and shot each other, several Confederate units engaged 

in what would be the last battles fought by any Confederate troops.  On May 12-13, 1865, three 

hundred Confederate soldiers led by Colonel John S. “Rip” Ford, clashed with five hundred 

Union soldiers at Palmetto Ranch.  This two-day battle would result in a Confederate victory and 

is considered by most historians to be the last battle of the Civil War.  To the north, the First 

Indian Brigade led by Stand Watie had cavalry patrols out until June of 1865.  

 While most of the soldiers in the Trans-Mississippi Army simply plundered their local 

commissary and marched home, thousands more refused to surrender and fled to Mexico and 

South America.  Between May and July of 1865 thousands of soldiers from the Trans-

Mississippi Army crossed the Rio Grande into Mexico.  The soldiers went in groups ranging 

from a dozen to a few hundred.  One of the largest and certainly the most well-known group of 

soldiers to cross the Rio Grande was Shelby’s Iron Brigade.  Led by Shelby, this brigade of 

diehard Confederates buried their battle flag in the Rio Grande at Eagle Pass before crossing into 

Mexico.  While his army disintegrated, Kirby Smith did his best to keep his options open.  He 

ordered his commanders to bring as many troops as possible to Texas and he prepared for the 

possibility that Confederate President Jefferson Davis might find his way to Texas where he 

would continue fighting.  By mid-May Kirby Smith realized that the war was quickly coming to 

a close and he began negotiations with Union Major General E.R.S. Canby to surrender the 

Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department.  Kirby Smith surrendered the Trans-Mississippi 
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Department on May 26, 1865 and Buckner surrendered the Trans-Mississippi Army the same 

day.  Despite Kirby Smith’s surrender, there were still holdouts.  On June 23, 1865, Stand Watie 

finally surrendered his First Indian Brigade to Union authorities.  The Civil War was over, and 

the Trans-Mississippi Army was no more. 

Considering that the South lost the war, it is a bit difficult to say which of the three main 

Confederate field armies was the most successful.  While many historians would say the Army of 

Northern Virginia was the most successful Confederate army based on their string of astonishing 

victories in 1862 and 1863, the case can be made that the Trans-Mississippi Army was ultimately 

more successful.  One of the factors in the Trans-Mississippi Army’s favor is that they were the 

last to surrender.  While the Army of Northern Virginia was stacking arms at Appomattox, the 

Trans-Mississippi Army was still in the field.  Kirby Smith surrendered the Trans-Mississippi 

Army more than a month and a half after the Army of Northern Virginia surrendered.  In some 

ways the Trans-Mississippi Army never surrendered, they merely went home.  The soldiers in 

the Trans-Mississippi Army never had to endure the humiliation of laying down their arms and 

signing paroles like the other Confederate field armies did.   

Another point in the Trans-Mississippi Army’s favor was their battlefield success late in 

the war.  The Trans-Mississippi Army was the only Confederate field army to successfully repel 

a Union invasion in 1864.  As Grant moved on Richmond and Sherman moved on Atlanta, 

Banks was in full retreat and the Trans-Mississippi Army had completely cleared the Red River 

Valley of Federal troops by mid-May.  The Trans-Mississippi Army was also the last 

Confederate army to invade Union territory during the war as Price’s army galloped through 

Missouri.  While Price was ultimately unsuccessful, his army did manage to occupy portions of 
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Missouri for a month and he kept large numbers of Union troops in Missouri that were 

desperately needed elsewhere. 

More important than their battlefield performance was the material contribution the 

Trans-Mississippi Army made to the Confederate war effort.  Soldiers in the Trans-Mississippi 

Army manned the only international border of the Confederacy and in addition to defending it, 

used it to circumvent the Union blockade of southern ports.  Because the Trans-Mississippi 

Army successfully defended the Rio Grande border between Texas and Mexico, they were able 

to successfully ship 300,000 bales of cotton out of the trans-Mississippi Confederacy during the 

war.  This cotton not only provided desperately needed credit to the Confederate government, but 

it was used to buy everything from artillery to medicine.  In addition to shipping cotton out, the 

Trans-Mississippi Army helped transport goods into the Confederacy along the border as well.  

These vital supplies navigated their way through the Trans-Mississippi Department and across 

the Mississippi River until the fall of Vicksburg in 1863. In addition to circumventing the 

blockade, the Trans-Mississippi Army ensured that the ports of Galveston and Sabine Pass 

remained opened to Confederate blockade runners.  Over 70,000 bales of cotton successfully 

cleared trans-Mississippi ports during the Civil War and large quantities of war materiel arrived 

at these ports and were shipped east to aid the Army of Tennessee and Army of Northern 

Virginia. 

The case can be argued that the Trans-Mississippi Army was one of, it not the, most 

successful field armies in the Confederacy but since the conclusion of the war contemporaries 

and historians have branded the Trans-Mississippi Army a failure.  This criticism stems from the 

belief by historians that the Trans-Mississippi Army failed to aid Confederate armies east of the 

Mississippi River during the Vicksburg Campaign and that the Trans-Mississippi Army sat idle 
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for most of 1864 while Grant and Sherman were pummeling their sister armies in the east.  Some 

of this criticism is valid and while the Trans-Mississippi Army was in a perfect position to aid 

Confederate armies in the east as well as possibly alter the course of the war, there are several 

reasons why the Trans-Mississippi Army never reached its full potential. 

The first reason involves the leadership and organization of the Trans-Mississippi Army.  

The major problem in the organization of the Trans-Mississippi Army was one that Theophilus 

Holmes attempted to address early in the war, mainly that he was unable to take the field with his 

army.  While Lee and Bragg moved with their armies, Holmes was tied to a desk because he was 

also the commander of the Trans-Mississippi Department as well as the Trans-Mississippi Army.  

Holmes continually pleaded with Davis to separate the army from the larger department, but 

Davis was unwilling to do so.  The split was finally accomplished in May of 1865 but by then 

Davis had been captured and the Confederacy had collapsed.  Having to command the Trans-

Mississippi Army and the Trans-Mississippi Department simultaneously put Holmes and later 

Kirby Smith into a difficult position.  Because they could not be in the field, the commanders of 

the Trans-Mississippi Army had to trust their subordinates to make the right decision on the 

battlefield.  This faith and trust often yielded mixed, and in some cases, disastrous results.  For 

example, in 1862 Holmes allowed Hindman to march the First Corps into Missouri and Hindman 

was defeated at Prairie Grove.  That setback was minor compared to Arkansas Post.  With 

Holmes unable to be on the field to see that his orders were carried out, Churchill ended up 

surrendering the post and the 4,000 troops that occupied it.  As the war progressed and more 

competent officers arrived to lead corps and divisions in the Trans-Mississippi Army, the army 

commander’s absence in the field ceased to be detrimental. 
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Leadership was also an issue that kept the Trans-Mississippi Army from being more 

successful.  To lead the Trans-Mississippi Army and the Trans-Mississippi Department, Davis 

needed to select a general that was adept at organization as well as skilled at battlefield strategy.  

While both Holmes and Kirby Smith excelled at organization, only Holmes could be called a 

competent strategist.  After he was removed from department command, Holmes crafted an 

excellent strategy for attacking Helena but was foiled by Price’s incompetence.  Kirby Smith had 

several opportunities to alter the outcome of the Civil War, but he was such a poor strategist that 

he missed these crucial opportunities.  In 1863, Kirby Smith chose to chase phantom Union 

supply lines instead of attacking New Orleans, an attack that would have likely succeeded.  

During the Red River Campaign, Kirby Smith chose to chase Steele’s column that was already 

retreating to Little Rock instead of pursuing Banks.  During his pursuit of Steele, Kirby Smith’s 

poor skills as a battlefield commander resulted in the Confederate defeat at the Battle of Jenkins’ 

Ferry.  This was also the only time in the history of the Trans-Mississippi Army that the army 

commander was on the field during a battle. 

Another issue that prevented the Trans-Mississippi Army from being more successful 

was a lack of discipline. While the Trans-Mississippi Army was the most racially diverse 

Confederate field army, it was also the most undisciplined.   Discipline issues began at the top 

and extended down to the lowliest private.  Taylor openly feuded with Kirby Smith in 1864 and 

there were two duels between Confederate officers.  In each case a superior was shot and killed 

by a subordinate and neither of the subordinate officers were charged.  During the summer of 

1864 hundreds of soldiers in Walker’s Texas Division deserted rather than cross the Mississippi 

River as ordered.  The collapse of the Trans-Mississippi Army is one long record of 

insubordination as the soldiers looted commissary and quartermaster stores, deserted, and went 
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home.  Several generals also disobeyed Kirby Smith’s explicit orders to surrender and crossed 

the Rio Grande into Mexico.   

The final issue that prevented the Trans-Mississippi Army from being more successful 

was a political issue that had been caused by the Confederate government early in the war.  In 

March of 1862, the Confederate Army of the West marched out of the trans-Mississippi 

Confederacy, never to return.  This army took everything of military value with it as it marched, 

leaving the trans-Mississippi Confederacy defenseless.  As the war progressed, calls became 

more frequent for the Trans-Mississippi Army to send more troops across the Mississippi River 

to aid their comrades in Tennessee and Mississippi.  These calls placed the commanders of the 

Trans-Mississippi Army in an unenviable position.  If they sent troops across the Mississippi 

River there was the very real possibility that the trans-Mississippi states would secede from the 

Confederacy and form their own nation.  If they did not send troops, they faced harsh criticism 

from their fellow commanders east of the Mississippi River as well as criticism from the 

Confederate government in Richmond.  Holmes wisely declined to send troops across the river, a 

policy continued under Kirby Smith.  When Kirby Smith finally decided to send troops across 

the river it was impossible for him to do so and several hundred of his men deserted, which 

caused a controversy inside the army as well as out of it.   

 While the Trans-Mississippi Army had its faults and certainly could have done better, 

there is no denying that this army made important contributions to the larger Confederate war 

effort that have long been overlooked.  Trans-Mississippi Civil War historians often lament that 

the Civil War in the trans-Mississippi is often overlooked or ignored by most historians as well 

as the public, but this has largely been a situation of their own making.  For decades, the study of 

the Civil War in the trans-Mississippi has been a hodge-podge of state and territorial studies as 
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well as regimental and brigade studies.  While many trans-Mississippi Civil War historians will 

be reluctant to admit it, the story of the Civil War in the trans-Mississippi between September of 

1862 and the end of the war in 1865 is the story of the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Army with 

all its faults, failures, and triumphs.  In telling this story historians need to move beyond the 

traditional military narrative and highlight the non-military contributions the Trans-Mississippi 

Army made to the larger Confederate war effort such as their efforts to protect the Matamoros 

trade and blockade running and their efforts to keep the trans-Mississippi states in the 

Confederacy.  Only by doing this can trans-Mississippi Civil War historians move the story of 

the Civil War in the trans-Mississippi West into the mainstream and integrate it into the larger 

Civil War narrative. 
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