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Mention of the famous Indian leader, Stand Watie, usually brings a
nod of recognition from a native Oklahoman. His legendary career
spanned three decades of the nineteenth century and is outlined in
the majority of Oklahoma history textbooks. From a prominent
leader of the removal faction of his tribe in the 1830s, Watie became
principal chief of the southern faction of the Cherokee Nation during
the Civil War. He is distinguished as the only Indian to become a
Confederate general officer as well as being one of the last Con-
federate leaders to surrender in 1865.

Unfortunately, this attention to Watie and his daring operations
from 1863 to 1865 have overshadowed the importance of the entire
Confederate offensive conducted in Indian Territory during the sum-
mer and fall of 1864. This major campaign, led by Confederate Major
General Samuel Bell Maxey, deserves closer attention. Generally
speaking, the common interpretation of the campaign judges the
Confederates to have fallen short of their objectives. Maxey’s inabil-
ity to capture Fort Smith, Arkansas, and Fort Gibson in the Cherokee
Nation prevented the attainment of significant Confederate results.
As the popular impression continues, despite this reversal, Watie and
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his brigade of Cherokee cavalry saved the local Confederate cause
from complete demoralization with two isolated but impressive
victories at Pleasant Bluff and Cabin Creek in June and September.
In addition to bolstering southern morale these engagements netted
the Confederates desperately needed supplies.

Contrary to this narrow interpretation, a detailed examination of
the Fort Smith campaign reveals otherwise. Maxey’s strategical op-
erations from June until September proved to be of greater signifi-
cance than Watie’s tactical success during that same period. Watie’s
brigade served in only a limited, albeit important, capacity during
the campaign. One must bear in mind that the strength of Watie’s
brigade represented less than twenty percent of the entire Con-
federate force in Indian Territory.2 Rather than isolated engage-
ments, Watie’s triumphs at Pleasant Bluff and Cabin Creek were the
t‘_VO most impressive examples of numerous Confederate minor
Victories won under the strategical direction of Maxey during the
Campaign.
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Nor did Confederate primary objectives include the capture of Fort
Smith and Fort Gibson. The basis for the interpretation that Maxey’s
Fort Smith campaign was barren of significant results is the failure of
Confederate sorties to bring about the capture of these two in-
stallations. Support for this conclusion can be found in a letter from
Maxey to the Confederate Commissioner of Indian Affairs in which
he discussed a grandiose scheme for the capture of the two forts and
the liberation of Arkansas from Federal control. Significantly, this
communication was not written until late in August after the cam-
paign was well underway and did not express initial Confederate
objectives in launching the offensive.?

Much more revealing is the communication from Maxey to his
commander at Trans-Mississippi Department headquarters dated
July 15, in which he stated that the Confederate strategy in Indian
Territory would be to “hold the forces at Fort Gibson and Fort Smith
in check” and possibly force an evacuation.* Apparently, the capture
of Fort Gibson and Fort Smith was not the primary Confederate
objective but rather additional incentives. Maxey realized that Con-
federate possession of the forts could only be maintained temporarily
as long as the Federals retained control of Little Rock, thereby negat-
ing the Arkansas River as a Confederate supply line. Therefore, to
dismiss the Fort Smith campaign as insignificant due to the Con-
federate failure to occupy these two outposts must be considered
unjustified.

But can Maxey’s Fort Smith campaign be considered victorious?
United States military theory identifies five objectives of a successful
offensive operation: to destroy enemy forces, to deny required re-
sources to the enemy, to seize enemy terrain or territory, to develop
enemy dispositions, and to divert the enemy’s attention to other
areas.® The success of Maxey’s campaign can be judged in relation to
the fulfillment of these five military objectives.

The destruction of the Federal forces did not involve the annihila-
tion of the northern troops or the rout of their principal field force.
The strength of the defensive works at Fort Smith and Fort Gibson
protected the Union army from full scale Confederate assaults. In-
stead, Maxey destroyed the Union army’s effectiveness through an
indirect strategy. As Maxey’s command was comprised primarily of
cavalry units, the Confederate commander realized that the elimina-
tion of the Federal cavalry brigade at Fort Smith would insure supe-
rior Confederate mobility and the retention of the initiative. Union
infantry units confined to their fortifications at Fort Smith and Fort
Gibson would be removed as an effective field force.
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Therefore, the Confederate army executed a plan which reduced
the Federal cavalry brigade to an impotent force. During four days of
aggressive operations in the vicinity of Fort Smith in late July,
Confederate attacks were immensely successful, inflicting over 400
losses on the Federal defenders. On July 27, 1,500 southern cavalry-
men under Brigadier General Richard M. Gano defeated a large
detachment of the Sixth Kansas Cavalry within five miles of Fort
Smith at Massard Prairie. The Confederates destroyed the unit’s base
camp and captured more than 100 prisoners prior to withdrawing.
Federal cavalry pursuit proved ineffective when the Confederate
Choctaw battalion ambushed the northern soldiers sixteen miles
southwest of Fort Smith at Devil’s Backbone Mountain.®

On July 31, the Confederates continued to apply pressure with
attacks on the Federal forces holding the main Fort Smith road and
easily captured the outlying camps. Although Watie urged an im-
mediate assault on the Fort Smith defenses, the Confederate field
commander, Brigadier General Douglas H. Cooper, wisely refrained
due to the strength of the fortifications and a shortage of Southern
artillery. At nightfall the Confederate army withdrew while sniper
fire deceived the Federals as to their departure. With his cavalry
force crippled, the Federal commander, Brigadier General John M.
Thayer, proved unable to determine the movements of the Con-
federate horsemen. Consequently, the Union army remained timidly
confined to its defensive works at Fort Smith and Fort Gibson.”

In addition to the combat attrition of northern cavalry troopers,
Confederate strategy called for the destruction of Federal haying
operations. On July 28, Southern cavalry dispersed a Union haying
operation northwest of Fort Smith at Blackburn’s Prairie. At Gun-
ter’s Prairie on August 24 a force of 500 Confederates attacked an
equal number of Federals in their camp north of the Arkansas River.
The Confederates captured fourteen prisoners, 150 horses and mules,
and burned a large amount of hay. At Flat Rock in September,
Southern forces burned approximately 1,000 tons of hay after defeat-
ing a detachment of Negro soldiers. Additionally, a summer drought
followed by heavy rains damaged the little hay the Confederates left
untouched.®
~ The results of these Confederate aggressions soon had a notable
Impact on Thayer's ability to maintain an effective cavalry force.
Owing to the shortage of forage, the return of the Second Kansas
_Cavalry regiment to Fort Smith early in August had only a slight
Impact due to widespread conversion of cavalry troopers to infantry-
men. (This regiment had been sent to the Little Rock region to bolster
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the weak Federal cavalry force pursuing Confederate General Joseph
Shelby’s Missouri cavalry brigade; due to the defensive orientation of
the Union Trans-Mississippi Department in the summer of 1864, all
Federal commanders suffered from a shortage of cavalry units.)® The
tri-monthly report of the First Arkansas (Union) Cavalry indicated
that on July 31, only 104 horses were available in a regiment of 837
men present for duty. By early September, a detachment of the Third
Wisconsin Cavalry could mount only a dozen men of the unit’s 118
personnel. Due to the scarcity of horses, Federal authorities denied
the request of the commander at Fort Gibson to mount 1,000 mem-
bers of the Union Indian Brigade.!®

Confined within their entrenchments and unable to contain Con-
federate activity, the morale of the northern troops began to suffer. A
member of the Sixth Kansas Cavalry later recorded that “predictions
were freely made that before the end of the year serious disaster was
almost certain to come to the Federal forces at Fort Smith.”'* South-
ern intelligence sources informed Maxey that the spirits of the north-
ern troops were low and desertion had become a problem. Union
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soldiers openly asserted that if the southerners attacked Fort Smith,
they would take the post easily.!? Even General Thayer became
demoralized. As early as July 30, the Federal commander admitted
his army had been neutralized as an effective field force. In his report,
he stated:

my cavalry are almost useless as cavalry for the want of serviceable
horses. I am only prevented from moving out and fighting (the Con-
federates) by the want of cavalry and artillery horses. I could not move
my batteries twenty miles in this hot weather before half of the horses
would give out.!3

Throughout the campaign, Maxey designed Confederate op-
erations to deny vital resources to the Federal army. Southern cav-
alry and partisan activity in the Cherokee Nation and northwestern
Arkansas cut telegraph lines, ambushed patrols, intercepted mail
and supplies, and intimidated the pro-Union civilian population in
the area. In the demonstration against Fort Smith in late July,
southern forces destroyed $130,000 worth of Federal supplies and
equipment. At Cabin Creek in September the Confederates captured
120 wagons, 740 mules, and clothing.!* At Massard Prairie, the
Confederate commander reported the capture of “200 Sharps rifles,
400 six-shooters, a number of horses, some sutler’s stores and camp
equippage.” The Federal army also lost supplies in encounters with
Maxey’s Confederates at Pleasant Bluff, Marston’s skirmish, Gun-
ter’s Prairie, Flat Rock, Lee’s Creek, and Blackburn’s Prairie.!®

Aggressive Confederate activity additionally forced the relocation
of pro-Union civilians living in the Cherokee Nation and western
Arkansas to the protection of Fort Smith and Fort Gibson. The pres-
ence of over 18,000 pro-Union refugees obtaining subsistence from
the Federal commissary strained transportation facilities and
embarrassed attempts to maintain adequate supply depots at either
Installation. A summer drought, which ruined local crops, and the
:;;rialseed activity of cattle rustlers also hampered the Federal supply

ort.

To prevent the resupply of Fort Smith and Fort Gibson, Maxey’s
la‘::ifederatesj cut both the Arkansas River supply line aqd the over-
Struciupply llqe from Fort Scott, Kansas. OnJune 15, Watie’s br{gade
ang Foitt the.rlver supply line at Pleasant Bluff betw.een Fort Gibson

iver. (1 Smith. Attacklng from ambush at a bend in _the Arkansas
StEam, e Confederate Indians captured the.J. R. thlzam_s, a supply

onf. €r carrying $120,000 worth of supplies to Fort Gibson. The
ederates destroyed the majority of the supplies upon the
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approach of a Federal infantry column from Fort Smith. In conjunc-
tion with Watie’s operation, Confederate Major General Sterling
Price’s cavalry division conducted similar operations in Arkansas
disrupting navigation between Fort Smith and Little Rock. To insure
the interdiction of the Arkansas River supply line, Maxey advanced
his field army under General Cooper to Skullyville on July 19.17

From their new position on the south bank of the Arkansas River,
the Confederates raided the overland supply routes to Kansas and
Missouri. Late in August, Confederate cavalry captured a small
Federal supply train at Lee’s Creek north of Fort Smith. A few weeks
later, Maxey detached Generals Watie and Gano with their brigades
to intercept a Federal supply train of 250 wagons moving through the
Cherokee Nation from Fort Scott to Fort Smith. On September 19, the
southern cavalry attacked the Union supply train at Cabin Creek in
the northern part of the Cherokee Nation. After brisk fighting the
Union escort withdrew and the Confederates captured food, clothing,
and other provisions valued at $1.5 million. Following a skirmish
with a Federal relief column along Pryor Creek, the Confederates
broke contact and withdrew with their spoils to Perryville in the
Choctaw Nation.!®

Following the Cabin Creek raid, the Confederate forces remained
within striking distance of Fort Smith and Fort Gibson. The Federals,
however, refused to dispatch any further supply trains and Thayer’s
soldiers remained within their fortifications on reduced rations.
Eventually the approach of winter required the majority of the Con-
federate army to retire to the Red River to establish semi-permanent
quarters and to obtain forage for the cavalry horses. Only after the
Confederate withdrawal did the Federal authorities attempt to re-
supply the two forts. Despite his involvement in the crucial Peters-
burg campaign prior to the presidential election of 1864, General
U. S. Grant, commander of the Union armies, was aware of and
expressed concern over the critical supply situation at Fort Smith and
Fort Gibson.!?

Naturally, Federal retention of Fort Smith and Fort Gibson limited
the impact of Confederate territorial gains during the campaign.
Nevertheless, Confederate-controlled territory extended to the
Arkansas River and guerrilla activity flared in both the Cherokee
Nation and northwestern Arkansas. Although Confederate control
was temporary, the occupation of the Arkansas River valley did
achieve profitable results. Pro-southern Indian refugee families were
able to encamp unmolested in different portions of the Choctaw and
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Chickasaw Nations. Confederate operations in the vicinity of Fort
Smith covered the migration of southern families in northwestern
Arkansas to safety farther south. Moreover, Maxey’s aggressiveness
intimidated the pro-Union Indians in the Cherokee Nation.2° United
States Indian Agent Isaac Colman reported early in September that
the “presence of the rebel army in the Indian Territory south of the
Arkansas River has the effect to overawe and keep down all the loyal
sentiment of the people.”?!

The advanced position of the Confederate army also created a base
of operations for intensified guerrilla activity in the Cherokee Na-
tion, northwestern Arkansas, and southwestern Missouri. Critically
short of cavalry units, Thayer was forced to commit 300 troopers to
chasing partisans in southwestern Missouri and northwestern
Arkansas during the month of August. In July, Federal commanders
in southern Kansas expressed anxiety when reports located 300
southern partisans within forty-five miles of Fort Scott. Union
patrols clashed with guerrilla forces at Mayesville, Arkansas on July
20, Carthage, MissouriondJuly 21, and Gerald Mountain in Arkansas
on August 24. In mid-September, local Federal authorities ordered
all available cavalry to converge on Fayetteville when 200 southern
partisans threatened to capture a supply train. During the same
period, the Federal commander at Fort Scott reported that guerrilla
activity had disrupted communication with Fort Gibson. Although
not a permanent conquest, Confederate territorial gains did result in
intensified pressure on the two Federal forts and carried the conflict
behind Federal lines.2?

As a result of faulty intelligence reports, Thayer rarely knew what
the intentions of the Confederate commander were. At one point in
September, the Federal commander pleaded for sizeable reinforce-
ments as he had “reason to believe that nearly all the rebel forces in
Texas” were concentrating in his front. In fact, Maxey had received
no significant reinforcement. Superior Confederate mobility and the
defensive posture of the Union army left Thayer blind to enemy
movements. With all available cavalry employed as supply train
escorts, Thayer neglected vitally important intelligence efforts.?

At Maxey’s Fort Towson headquarters, the Confederate intel-
ligence network kept the southern commander accurately assessed of
Federal strength and troop dispositions. Captured Federal mail and
at least one spy in Fort Smith provided Maxey with information
concerning northern morale, supply problems, and troop movements,
In addition to supplying the Confederate leader with plans of the Fort
Smith defensive works.2* 273
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Confederate cavalry probes provided additional information and
prevented Federal reconnaissance missions from leaving the protec-
tion of the forts. Wiley Britton observed that since Maxey had taken
the offensive “no Federal outpost could, with safety, be kept out more
than tento fifteen miles from Fort Smith south of the Arkansas River
or in the direction of Boggy Depot.”2® United States Indian Agent,
W. G. Coffin, noted that “everything done out of range of the guns of
the fort has to be done under an escort or guard.”?® Thoroughly
passified, Thayer failed to commit any aggressive action when Gener-
al Sterling Price’s battered and defeated Confederate Army of Mis-
souri retreated though the Cherokee Nation following its defeat at
Westport, Missouri in October.?’

Whenreviewing the Fort Smith campaign from a strategical stand-
point, one immediately becomes conscious of the Confederate effort in
Indian Territory to divert Thayer’s command from other operations.
The most significant aspect of belligerent Confederate activity in
1864 was the inability of Thayer to launch an offensive or cavalry
raid of his own. Maxey never relinquished the initiative, thereby
preventing movements south from Fort Smith and Fort Gibson. In
retrospect, the Confederate offensive proved to be an excellent de-
fense of northern Texas and the pro-southern Indian refugees along
the Red River.28

The defense of northern Texas was especially critical to the Trans-
Mississippi Confederacy. A rich agricultural region, northern Texas
also contained a prisoner of war camp. An important foundry at
Tyler, Texas turned out about 2 million cartridges and 1.7 million
small arms between April 1, 1864 and April 1, 1865. Additionally,
supplies for the Confederate army operating in Arkansas were drawn
from Texas along the Red River.2? Maxey identified the importance of
his mission in a letter to Trans-Mississippi Department headquarters
on July 11 when he wrote that “the salvation of the best supply
district of the Confederacy is guaranteed by the successful defense of
the Indian Territory.”*°

Maxey’s aggressive policy insured the retention of loyalty of the
Five Civilized Tribes to the Confederacy. As one Confederate officer
expressed it:

devoted as they appear to us and much as they detest our enemiés,
interest and their love of home and country, which tradition has shown
us is characteristic of the race, may prove stronger ties than a treaty but
poorly complied with by us. Forced back to the Red River, their hOﬂlles
left to the mercy of a vindictive foe, they may forsake us, and in forsaking
become our enemies.3!
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Instead, numerous small scale Confederate victories had a beneficial
impact on the pro-southern Indians and reaffirmed their faith in the
Confederacy. Maxey established a printing press at his Fort Towson
headquarters to disseminate congratulatory messages and other
propaganda to the Indians. Rededicating their adherence to the Con-
federacy, the Choctaw and Cherokee regiments re-enlisted for the
duration of the war. Watie’s and Gano’s brigades received the thanks
of the Confederate Congress for their victory at Cabin Creek, and
Confederate progaganda agencies used Maxey’s campaign to promote
morale elsewhere in the Confederacy. The supreme Confederate com-
mander in the Trans-Mississippi issued General Orders from his
headquarters praising the Cabin Creek raid as the “most brilliant of
the war.”3? Elias Boudinot, Cherokee delegate to the Confederate
Congress in Richmond, wrote to Stand Watie that the “whole country

is alive with the glorious news of your success.”*3
One should bear in mind that other Confederate armies in the
Trans-Mississippi region also were active during this time frame.
Southern military forces operated against Little Rock and Pine Bluff,
Arkansas, as well as along the lower Mississippi River. In September,
approximately 12,000 Confederate cavalry under General Sterling
Price moved unopposed past Thayer’s eastern flank and into south-
eastern Missouri. Maxey’s partisans and cavalry severed com-
munications between Fort Smith and Federal Department
headquarters at Little Rock for months at a time rendering Thayer
helpless to participate effectively in strategic operations against the
simultaneous, aggressive Confederate operations. With over 6,000
Union soldiers committed to Fort Smith and Fort Gibson, Federal
authorities ultimately required 14,000 reinforcements (diverted
from the Atlanta campaign) to drive Price out of Missouri. Through-
out the campaign, Thayer’s force remained inactive and, as pre-
;”0‘131)’ noted, permitted the defeated Confederates to retreat leisure-

¥ through the Cherokee Nation.3

Suc:e critiqug pf superiors' can qften serve as an indication of the
Con f“;Sds of a military campaign. Lleutenar}t General E. Kirby Smith,
berfor erate comn}ander in the Traps-Mlss1§sippi, praised Maxey’s
a dminrimtmce sta_ltmg .that t.he (I(nd_lan 'Terrltory commander had
ederals ered his duties with “skill, judgement, and success.”35
uring tiUthor1t1e§ were less pleased with Ger}eral Thayer’s conduct
alleck oe dCampalgn: On Septgmbgr 26, Major General Henry W.
e ‘Ciencvrtered an investigation into charges of “fraud and in-
ater, Feg at Fort Sm_lt.h and the Indian Territory.”® Four months
’ eral authorities removed Thayer as commander of the Dis-
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trict of the Frontier and reassigned him to command of a single
regiment of Kansas cavalry and an artillery battery at Saint Charles,
Arkansas.?’

Although Maxey’s campaign of 1864 did not achieve a decisive
victory such as the annihilation of the Federal army or the evacua-
tion of Fort Smith and Fort Gibson, the Confederate operations did
attain significant results. Through skillful management of such lim-
ited resources that a Confederate officer, inspecting the Indian Terri-
tory in July, declared that logistically an offensive operation was not
feasible, Maxey accomplished each of the five purposes of offensive
operations: the campaign destroyed the combat effectiveness of the
Federal forces; it interdicted supply lines and denied Federal troops
and destitute pro-Union refugees vital resources; and Maxey tempo-
rarily extended Confederate territorial possession to the Arkansas
River and guerrilla activity into northwestern Arkansas, southwest-
ern Missouri, and the Cherokee Nation. Finally, confined within the
defensive works at Forts Smith and Gibson, Thayer’s army was
effectively neutralized and prevented from participation in strategic
developments. As General Maxey reported: “the campaign in this
Territory since my return last spring from Arkansas has been
eminently successful.”?®
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