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of Hardee’s fellow officers would still have agreed with
Holt fifty-two years later, although the Colt revolvers
and breechloading Hall carbines that the dragoons had
used in recent years already foreshadowed the changes in
weapons that would eventually overtake the cavalry.

Still, that decade of the 1850's would see the dragoons
of the western frontier enjoy frequent opportunities to
resort to the sabre. Their experiences suggest that under
certain conditions this increasingly maligned weapon
could still render useful service.

In April, 1850, only seven months before Hardee's
criticism was registered, Captain William Grier of the 15t
Dragoons was proud to inform his superiors of a “very
handsome affair” in which members of his unit had taken
part. During the previous month a ten-man detachment
from Company 1 had been posted at Rayado,
approximately 100 miles northeast of Santa Fe, was the
site of a ranch owned by none other than Kit Carson. On
the night of April 5 an Apache raiding party ran off a herd
of grazing stock near the dragoon camp. The soldiers,
Carson, and three other civilians, saddled up and went in
pursuit of the warriors,

The whites trailed the Indians for thirty miles before
overhauling them and the remuda of stolen horses.
Carson and Holbrook led the ensuing charge in which
five of the nine Apaches were slain, “two of the Indians
were killed with the sabre —- the contest having become
so close,” reported Captain Grier proudly.? Holbrook
noted that his men “fought with the gallantry
characteristic of the American soldier.” He also reported
that the scalps of five dead Apaches were taken as
“vouchers.™ Captain Grier was a little more circumspect
in recording the details. Perhaps in fear of outraging the
sensitivities of the Eastern press, he stated that the Indian
hair was lifted by “two or three Mexican herders who
came up after the fight was over."s His superior, Colonel
John Munroe, concurred in calling it “a gallant and
successful affair,” and forwarded Grier's account to the
Secretary of War along with the more candid version
rendered by Sergeant Holbrook.¢

Dabney H. Maury, a junior officer and future
Confederate general who served on the antebellum
Southwestern frontier, recalled still another example of
the sabre’s employment in that bloody territory. He

places the date in 1856, but in reality it must have been
1851-52, as the officer involved had already left the
service by October, 1853.7

Lieutenant Ambrose E. Burnside of the 3rd Artillery
was stationed at Tecolete, “a Mexican village some
twenty miles west of Fort Union.” A truculent band of
paches had approached the settlement for a parley, and
> even more belligerent when they saw the size and
nt of the white force. Burnside's battery
only forty men. They had not been issued

T revolvers, and their only side arms were light

artillery sabres. The lieutenant mounted his men on
horseback and rode out to meet the Apaches as they
prepared to attack. The warriers loosed a shower of
arrows at the redlegs, and Burnside responded with a
sabre charge. “His horses enabled his party to overtake
the flying Indians,” related Maury, “but the blows of the
dull sabres glanced from their shining skulls almost
harmlessly. He then gave the point with fine effect, so that
some twenty of the hostiles were killed before they
reached the shelter of the timber,"®

On January 13, 1855, a Mescalero Apache raiding
party destroyed a ranch near Santa Fe and headed for the
mountains to the south. Lieutenant Samuel D. Sturgis of
the Ist Dragoons led eighteen troopers and three civilians
in pursuit of the band. After tracking them for three days
through freezing cold and barren country, Sturgis caught
up with them 175 miles southeast of Santa Fe. When the
dragoons closed to within 100 yards the suddenly
repentant Mescaleros began to shout professions of
friendship. Sturgis’ men gave them a volley from their
pistols and musketoons. The Indians scattered for cover.

It was so bitterly cold that the troopers’ numbed fingers
would not permit them to handle percussion caps and
paper cartridges in reloading their weapons. Sturgis led
them in a charge with naked sabres. A dismounted brave
lunged at one dragoon with his lance, who parried it with
his blade. The lance wounded the soldier’s horse instead.
and the Apache tried to duck under the animal to shield
himself from the dragoon’s counterstroke. “But Katon
was too quick for him,” recalled the company’s bugler,
“and took off nearly all one side of his head, just as he was
in the act of stooping, and that finished his mutton,™
Sturgis’ charge killed three Apaches and wounded four
others. The New Mexico warriors seemed to have a
morbid attraction to the cold steel, and the dragoons
were happy to oblige them.

The dragoons were not the only group of horse soldiers
on the western frontier during the 1850’s. The Regiment
of Mounted Rifles also saw extensive action against the
tribesmen. This unit had seen arduous service during the
Mexican War, winning the accolade of “Brave Rifles”
from General Winfield Scott. A shortage of mounts had
forced all but two companies of the regiment to serve as
infantry, but the troopers who kept their horses used the
sabre extensively in their clashes with Mexican guerrillas.
“The rifle being clumsy to handle mounted.” noted the
unit’s historian, “necessitated firing one round and then
riding the enemy down with the sabre - a custom that
soon infused the officers and men with the conviction
that they were irresistable,”10

The Rifles soon changed their opinion of the sabre
when they moved to the Indian frontier. The weapon
became an item of only limited issue. In June, 1853,
Colonel William G. Freeman inspected Companies E, G,
and I of the regiment at Fort Ewell, Texas. He found that



while officers normally carried the sabre as a traditional
badge of rank, only the sergeants and buglers carried the
blades among the enlisted men. Company E was alone in
being issued the sole regulation edged weapon for the
Mounted Rifles. This was the Model 1849 Rifleman’s
Knife. In 1848 the U.S. Ordnance Department had
purchased 1,000 of these weapons from the Ames
Manufacturing Company of Cabotville, Massachusetts.
The double-edged spear-point blade was just under a foot
in length and was carried in a handsome brass-tipped
black leather scabbard.!! There are no authenticated
accounts of the Ames knife being used in combat, but it
doubtless made a handy camp tool.

Ihere was a marked predjudice against the sabre
among the Mounted Rifles by the early 1850'%.
Lieutenant Dabney H. Maury remarked that “sabres
have long been laid aside except by holiday soldiers, not
one in fifty of whom is a swordsman. It was usual for our
men in the Rifles to put away their swords whenever they
went upon a hostile expedition,™!?

This antipathy toward the weapon may well have been
rooted in the tragic experience of Captain Michael E.
Van Buren. Early in July, 1854, he led a mixed
detachment from Companies A and H of the Rifles out in
pursuit of some Comanche raiders and caught up with
them somewhere between Fort Ewell and Lake Trinidad.
“At first he charged with six-shooters,” related the Texas
State Gazette, “but finding the Indians were getting the
best of the fight, he ordered the men to their rifles.” Van
Buren remained on horseback, presenting a conspicuous
target, while his men dismounted to use their Mississippi
rifles.

During the melee with pistols that had opened the
affair, Van Buren was wounded in the arm, but continued
to press forward. His mens’ first volley dropped four of
the braves. One of them was the band's chief. Confident
of victory, Van Buren spurred his horse onward and
closed with a Comanche. He was in the act of delivering a
downstroke with his sabre when he was struck again, “the
arrow entered three inches above the navel and came out
behind about four inches lower down, going entirely
through the sabre belt.” The stunned captain wrenched
the shaft from his body with both hands and then
collapsed.

Van Buren took nine painful days to die of his wound,
and apparently left his fellow officers with the firm belief
that it was much better tactics to keep the hostiles at an
arm’s length with pistol and rifle fire than to attempt to
close with them in personal combat with the sabre.!?

Despite Van Buren's sad example a few subalterns in
the regiment continued to carry and use the sabre,
although the most spectacular example of its efficiency
was not demonstrated against a human enemy. In 1859
Lieutenant William H. *Red" Jackson led his company
out from Fort Union, New Mexico, on a scout against the

man at !\ (00

Comanches. “Of course on a scout of this sort,” related
Maury, “all hunting and shooting was strictly forbidden.
One day a grizzly came down from the mountains and
crossed the route of the column.™ The result was a contest
between wrsus horriblis and American steel. “Jackson
cooly rode out to encounter the animal, armed only with
his sabre. His horse was blind in one eye, and, by keeping
that side turned to the bear, Jackson was able to get close
to him. At his approach, the grizzly, nothing loath, rose
on his hind legs ready for a fight, and Jackson cleft his
skull with his sword.™ Maury closed his account of the
incident by remarking with some understatement that, “it
is doubtful if such an exploit was elsewhere attempted or
accomplished.” 4

The weapon that Jackson used in his exploit was the
Model 1840 Dragoon Sabre. Dubbed “Old Wrist-
breaker” by the troops, its curved, single-edged blade was
nearly a yard long and topped with a massive brass
basket-type guard around its thick, leather-wrapped
grips. Like the rifleman’s knife, it was manufactured by
the Ames Company of Massachusetts. The length and
heft of the blade made it a weapon well suited for splitting
skulls. !5

The Model 1840 had seen able service during the first
decade and a half of its use, but by late 1856 voices were
being raised in favor of reform in the selection of cavalry
weapons. Captain George B. McClellan had recently
returned to the United States from a tour of the Crimean
battlefields and European arsenals. His report to
Secretary of War Jefferson Davis stressed that “the
sabres furnished to our Cavalry . . . are not what they
ought to be, and |1 have never seen any make in this
country that compare in weight and balance with the
French model. I have a sabre, purchased in Paris, which
is an entirely different weapon from our own —- tho' of
the same model.” McClellan went on to report that “ours
are too heavy and are badly balanced; so bad are they that
many of our Cavalry officers are disposed to regard the
sabre as a useless weapon. As this is without doubt the
true weapon of Cavalry, too much pains cannot be
bestowed upon its manufacture; it ought, if anything to
be lighter than the French model.” He closed his letter to
Davis by urging that a new scabbard also be adopted to
replace the old steel one that dulled the blade, thus
“allowing the sabre to be kept sharp (and if dull it is of but
little more service than a broom handle), and preventing,
to a very great degree, the noise attendant upon the
movement of cavalry."!®

Captain McClellan's grievance was obviously not over
the sabre’s continued use as a weapon, but rather with the
pattern of blade issued to the American cavalrymen. In a
continuation of his report he recommended that
“regiments serving in localities where they were liable to
be called upon to dismount, to follow the Indians on foot,
be armed with the sabre (of recently submitted light
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A young Cavalry trumpeter peers at the camera in this 1858-1872 period
illustration. The image is reversed so that the saber and hat insignia
appear backwards, (Scot Harmon Callection. )

pattern.), the revolver, and the pistol-carbine, or else a
rifled weapon, longer and more effective than the present
carbine; that those serving on the plains be armed only
with the sabre and revolver, giving to about 10 men in
each platoon the pistol-carbine, or a long rifled carbine in
addition.”?

The proposed reforms further stressed that “the
accoutrements should be so arranged that when the men
dismounted to fight on foot, they can hang the sabre to
the saddle; the pistol should always be carried on the
person; the pistol-carbine or carbine slung over the
shoulder.”'® McClellan stressed, however, that all should
remember that “the strength of cavalry is in the spurs and
sabre."?

Only seven months later a cavalry action in Texas gave
dramatic support to McClellan’s championship of the
sabre. On July 5, 1857, Lieutenant John Bell Hood led
twenty-five men of Company G, 2nd Cavalry out of Fort
Mason on a long-range scout against the Comanches. By
the 20th they were nearing the headwaters of the Devil's
River when they encountered what appeared to be a band
of friendly Indians. The column moved forward through

the rocky, brush-choked terrain, and rode straight into a
Comanche ambush.

The cavalrymen were armed with a Colt revolver and a
Springfield carbine apiece. The non-commissioned
officers also carried their sabres. Licutenant Hood

boasted a sabre, two revolvers, and a double-barreled
shotgun.?® All this armament was sorely needed in the
savage fight that ensued, for the Comanches ignited a
blazing brush fire in front of the startled column, “and,
with a furious yell, the warriors instantly rose up around
us,” recalled Hood, “whilst others charged down the
slope in our midst, even seizing some of our horses by the
bridle reins. At the same moment a mounted party
attacked the left of our line with lances. Thus began a
most desperate struggle.”?!

The fighting soon merged into a confused close-
quarter melee. “The Indians swarmed around us,
grappling with men and beating our horses over the head
with their shields,” reported trooper H.G. Rust, “and we
fought hand to hand."?? At least one soldier had his
carbine jerked from its saddle loop by a warrior. The
firearms were soon emptied and Hood and his sergeants
began slashing with their sabres in a desperate attempt to
cut a way out of the ambush. Sergeant Shannon blocked
a lance thrust and shattered a brave’s head with a sabre
stroke. Others inflicted similar wounds on their
opponents.??

Hood and his command finally fought their way clear
and fell back about fifty yards to reload their weapons.
As they struggled with caps and cartridges a frenzied
wailing sounded from the Indians’ ranks. They had lost
heavily in what had promised to be a profitable ambush,
and were breaking off the action. Hood held his position
and let them depart. Two of his men were dead. He was
wounded along with four other soldiers. Many of their
horses bore lance cuts and arrow wounds as well. They
were severe casualties for so small a force, but had the
patrol been caught without the saving grace of their
sabres none of them might have survived. It was later
learned that approximately 100 Comanches had been
involved in the skirmish. They had lost nineteen dead in
addition to numerous wounded. Disaster had been
averted and a minor triumph won by what Hood's
superior, Captain Earl Van Dorn, would call “the clank,
clash, and glitter of steel.™ The lesson was not lost on
young Hood. Thereafter he took pains to insure that at
least half of his command always carried sabres in
addition to their firearms,

It should be noted that the sabre did not see use against
only Indian foemen. The frontier dragoons were a
hardbitten lot, and in garrison they never shrank from a
fight with each other or the infantrymen who shared their
posts, and were regarded as a distinctly lesser breed by the
proud horse soldiers. At times they even exchanged
blows with their officers.

Firs Sergeant Percival G. Lowe of Company B, Ist
Dragoons recalled the day in 1849 when, as a recruit, he
was set upon by the company bully. “Then | sprang to my
feet, drew my sabre and went for him with all the venom
and fury of which I was possessed —- cut and thrust. The
























