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Preface

John William Dear was born in 1845 into a close-knit farming family in Northern Virginia. He was known by his family and Virginian friends as “Willie,” but on the Great Northern Plains, where he lived most of his adult life, he was known simply as “JW.” After the Civil War, when he fought with Mosby’s Rangers as a Confederate guerrilla, he went West. For fifteen years, until his premature death, JW lived a tumultuous life as one of the last fur traders on the Upper Missouri and as the longest-serving, government-appointed Indian trader to the Oglala Lakota Sioux. 

In the summer of 1871, JW met Red Cloud, the powerful leader of the Oglala, who at that time was the most respected Indian chief in America. For the next twelve years, the two men lived alongside each other on the vast Northern Plains. This was one of the most turbulent, violent, and controversial periods in the history of the American West. The end of the Civil War saw tens of thousands of emigrants brave the two-thousand-mile journey across Indian territory in search of a better life in California and Oregon. It saw the coming of the transcontinental railroad across Indian land, the wanton slaughter of millions of buffalo the Indians depended upon for survival, the end of the fur trade, the discovery of gold in the Black Hills of Dakota, the Great Sioux War of 1876, Custer’s last stand at the Battle of Little Bighorn, and the forcing of the Lakota onto reservations.

This book tells the story of two men caught up in these momentous events—Red Cloud, whose life has been well researched, and JW Dear, my great-grandfather, whose story has never been told. Historical events for the period are well documented, but JW’s life has been pieced together from the lost voices of history found in previously unseen material in private collections, letters, diaries, images, archive centers, press reports, and my family’s archive.

What has emerged is a story that covers twenty-five tumultuous years of American history that includes the Civil War, the abolition of slavery, the opening of the Old West, and the process of nation building, driven by great vision, sacrifice, and human endeavor. But it is also a story of mismanagement, avarice, corruption, bigotry, extreme violence, and injustice. It is a story of how Red Cloud and JW became caught up in these life-changing events, which bound the two men together as they fought for their survival. Theirs is an authentic story of the Wild West, true and tragic.

I have attempted to tell their story as they experienced it—seen through their eyes and the prism of Indian and American views of their country at that time, and not judge their actions, thoughts, or deeds by today’s standards. Similarly, wherever possible, I have used the language and terminology current at that time.


—Marilyn Dear Nelson

August 2023










Prologue

Saturday, October 9, 1875, was ration day for the Indians at the Red Cloud Agency, and hundreds gathered in all their holiday finery.1 As the afternoon sun set in the clear Nebraskan sky, shadows lengthened on the beaten earth, the temperature fell, activity around the agency and JW Dear’s trading store subsided, and a colorful cast of characters prepared to wend their way home.

Groups of Indians wrapped in blankets against the chill of the early Nebraska winter headed for the hundreds of tepees scattered among Indian villages surrounding the agency. Some walked, others rode, and a few led their ponies, their travois laden with goods bumping behind them on the rutted ground. Frontiersmen, scouts, mixed-race interpreters, agency personnel, and civilian staff from the nearby army cantonment of Camp Robinson chatted in groups, while their horses stood patiently, harnessed to buggies, waiting to carry them home. As teamsters finished hitching their mules and oxen to an assortment of sturdy wagons, they leaned back against them, warming themselves in the last rays of a wintry sun.

A handful of customers were still in JW’s trading store making last-minute purchases; others drifted toward his saloon and restaurant for a drink or a meal and perhaps a game of cards or billiards. But many braved the cold and remained outside to watch a photographer from St. Louis, Albert Guerin, and his assistant, set up a tripod and camera in front of the trading store to capture an image that marked a pivotal moment in the history of the American West.

[image: ]
Standing left to right in front of JW’s store at Red Cloud Agency are Red Cloud, JW Dear, and Blue Shield. Majestic buttes dominate the background. Photographed by Albert E. Guerin, October 9, 1875. Dear Family Collection

The Red Cloud Agency was the largest and most troublesome of the seventy agencies the government had established to dispense Indian rations and supervise the welfare of three hundred thousand Indians. Red Cloud; more than six thousand Oglala; agency personnel; and JW, the licensed Indian trader to the Oglala, had all moved to the site in August 1873. The seeds of the tension and unrest that currently gripped the agency were sown a few weeks before this photograph was taken. Gold had been discovered in the Black Hills of Dakota, which was legally owned by the Lakota, but at a meeting at the agency in September, Red Cloud and his fellow chiefs failed to reach agreement to sell the Hills to the United States.

This put President Ulysses Grant in a difficult position, caught between the legal title of the Indians to the land, ceded to them by treaty, and overwhelming public opinion that believed the Indians should not be allowed to halt the rightful progress of thirty-five million Americans. Grant eventually decided to force the Lakota to relinquish ownership, whatever the consequences, and non-reservation Indians were given an impossible ultimatum, which expired at the end of January 1876—to leave their winter quarters spread over tens of thousands of square miles of inhospitable terrain, and brave snow and sub-zero temperatures to report to their designated agencies or be hunted down. When the photograph was taken the tension at the agency was palpable, and although Grant had yet to make his fateful decision, the threat of an all-out Indian war felt unmistakably real.

Guerin was the official photographer to the Jenney Expedition, which had traveled to the Black Hills to survey for gold. He arrived at the agency with other members of the expedition on October 9 and immediately enlisted JW’s help to stage the photograph in front of his trading store. Indians were reluctant to be photographed, and this was the first known occasion that Red Cloud allowed himself to be photographed at his agency—a tribute to his trust in JW.

Guerin’s image graphically captured daily life at the agency, but this was the calm before the storm. Many Indians failed to meet the government’s deadline, heralding the start of the Great Sioux War and the most violent year in the history of the American West. Months of mindless violence followed, and unspeakable atrocities and depredations were carried out by both whites and Indians, culminating in June in the Battle of Little Bighorn and the massacre of Colonel Custer and two hundred sixty-five men of the 7th Cavalry, an event that had a profound impact on the future of the Lakota.

JW sent this photograph to his future wife, Mary Ann Rogers, in Virginia, and it is still in the possession of the Dear family. Little has changed. If you stand today where JW and Red Cloud were photographed, the magnificent sandstone buttes and the surrounding plains remain unchanged. And remarkably, the relationship between the Red Cloud and Dear families, which began with the two men meeting on the Great Northern Plains over one hundred fifty years ago, still continues to this day.










PART I

Indian Troubles, the Civil War, and Reconstruction: 1861–1868










Chapter 1

Red Cloud, the Oglala, and the Great Northern Plains

In 1845, the year John William Dear was born, Red Cloud was twenty-three years old and roaming the Great Northern Plains of present-day Nebraska, Wyoming, and South Dakota, seventeen hundred miles west of Virginia.

The plains were home to more than one hundred thousand Indians. Over forty tribes, each with its own traditions, rituals, language, or dialect—like Red Cloud’s Oglala Lakota Sioux, the Crows, Utes, and Pawnees—shared the rich grasslands of that vast territory which stretched north to the Canadian border.1

The Sioux were divided into three regional groups, the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota. In the eighteenth century the Lakota Sioux settled on the Great Northern Plains west of the Missouri River. They were subdivided into seven tribes, of which Red Cloud’s Oglala was the largest and most warlike.2

There was an abundance of game: ten million buffalo roamed the plains, providing Indians with food, clothing, and shelter, that was supplemented with deer, elk, and antelope and fish from the many rivers that crisscrossed their land.

Ponies were their most valuable and treasured possession, and they were accomplished and fearless horsemen. They were an oral society that did not read or write, and knowledge was passed from generation to generation by word of mouth, often through the medium of storytelling, song, and dance.

In those days only a few white men ventured west of the Missouri, and the Indians had little understanding of the white man and his culture and values. The only whites they encountered were occasional fur trappers and the brave and adventurous souls who made a precarious living trading with the Indians.

The way of life of Red Cloud’s tribe had remained virtually unchanged since they had crossed the Missouri and settled on the plains a hundred years before. The tribe was divided into a number of bands, each made up of a number of kinsmen and followers who traveled and camped together. Each band was led by a hereditary chief or by someone who had gained leadership through respect. The affairs of the tribe were settled by consensus; a chief could influence a discussion but was ultimately bound by the collective wish of his people.

The Oglala spent their days hunting game and fighting. Skill and bravery in the hunt and in combat established rank and precedence. “Work” as it was defined by the white man was not part of their culture. A few tribes farmed, but the majority were nomadic and moved frequently, their lives governed by the seasons and the movement of game. For the Oglala, their land was wherever the buffalo roamed. The concept of land ownership was alien to them—land was something to be used and shared, like the air they breathed.

Every aspect of the environment was part of their very being. They believed everything had a spiritual essence, a sacred or mystical power or energy: the earth, plants, animals, and humans, which came from one shared source, Mother Earth. They believed in an afterlife, and that there was no separation between the physical and spiritual worlds. That belief was underpinned by tribal traditions and elaborate rituals orchestrated by a medicine man or shaman. The spiritual world of the Indians was an integral part of their daily life.3

Fighting and cruelty were also ingrained in their culture. One of the most feared and warlike of all the Northern Plains tribes was the Oglala, whose hunting grounds ranged from the Platte River in the south to the Yellowstone and Upper Missouri Rivers in the north. Their sworn enemies who shared the plains with them were the Crows, Utes, and Pawnees.

[image: ]
The earliest known portrait of Red Cloud, head chief of the Oglala Lakota Sioux. Photographed in June 1872. George W. Ingalls Photograph Collection, The Huntington Library, San Marino, California
Red Cloud’s maternal uncle was Old Smoke, the hereditary chief of the Bad Face Band of the Oglala. In the winter of 1841–1842, when he was nineteen, Red Cloud killed his uncle’s bitter rival.4 That brought him great respect, and during the 1840s and 1850s his influence within the tribe steadily grew as he established himself as a ruthless and charismatic warrior.

By his late twenties Red Cloud was ready for marriage. An Oglala man could take as many wives as he could afford, and Red Cloud was in love with two women, Pretty Owl and Pine Leaf. The question was who he should marry first? Whoever he chose would always hold a slight edge in status. He chose Pretty Owl, with every intention of marrying Pine Leaf when the appropriate amount of time had passed. But that never happened. The day after his wedding to Pretty Owl, a distraught Pine Leaf committed suicide. This made a profound impression on Red Cloud, and he resolved to never take a second wife, and, unusual for an Oglala, there is no evidence he ever did.5



Western emigration across the Great Plains increased to a flood when gold was discovered in California in 1849. Tens of thousands of miners and their followers streamed across Indian land. For years Indians had hunted and feasted on the buffalo and game which thrived along the fertile Platte valley, but now this was threatened as the vast influx of emigrants drove away the buffalo and game, brought white man’s diseases, and introduced alcohol to the Indians on an unprecedented scale. The Indians responded aggressively to this threat to their way of life. Clashes between whites and Indians became regular occurrences, and military force was drafted to protect emigrants and other travelers from Indian depredations.


Forts were established along the Platte and Missouri Rivers.6 One of these was Fort Laramie, which had started life as a trading post where trappers, hunters, and Indians met to trade robes, skins, and furs.7 During the 1840s the nature of the fur trade changed, and in 1849 the fort was sold to the army and converted into a military post. Located five hundred miles west of Omaha it was ideally placed to protect the emigrant road known as the Oregon Trail, running along the Platte River. However, the presence of the army generated a violent response from the Indians.

The Office of Indian Affairs (OIA) was established in 1824 to bring a more disciplined and focused approach to the management of Indian tribes, which was becoming an increasingly complex and controversial task. Initially it reported to the War Department; however, by 1849 there was a growing feeling that the army’s handling of the Indians was insensitive and unnecessarily brutal.8

As a result, responsibility for the Indians was transferred to politicians, much to the War Department’s annoyance, who reported to the newly created Department of the Interior. The army’s criticism of the politicians was that personnel changed frequently depending on the political party in power and that they were weak, inefficient, often corrupt, and more interested in furthering their own interests than those of the nation or the Indians they served. Since the army was required to resolve problems that could and should have been avoided, often at great expense, it wanted to reassume responsibility for the Indians. The “Transfer Issue” as it became known, was the subject of heated and acrimonious debate in US politics for the next thirty years.9

To stem the violence and bloodshed along the Oregon Trail, the government brokered a deal with the Northern Plains Indians in 1851. The agreement, known as the Fort Laramie Treaty, provided for $50,000 of rations annually to be issued to the Northern Plains tribes by the forts located along the Missouri and Platte Rivers.10 In return the Indians allowed emigration along the Oregon Trail and agreed to live in clearly defined tribal territories, which the government hoped would put an end to intertribal warfare.11

[image: ]
Fort Laramie on the banks of the North Platte River, five hundred miles west of Omaha. The Oregon Trail passed within half a mile of the fort. A sketch by Frederick Piercy in 1853. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-8152
The treaty was only marginally successful, and throughout the 1850s clashes between Indians and whites continued, as did the squabbling and fighting between rival tribes. Red Cloud thrived in such an environment, and with Old Smoke’s tacit approval, he became the acknowledged war leader of the Oglala.

By early 1861, the growing threat of civil war in the East had temporarily stemmed the flow of emigrants heading west. The army’s presence on the plains was reduced as Union troops were moved east in preparation for the potential engagement with southern Confederate rebels. The federal government’s primary focus was on uniting the country, not managing the Indians.

As a result, the level of violence on the Northern Plains and along the Oregon Trail fell, and a degree of normality returned to Red Cloud’s life. At the same time, a fifteen-year-old boy whose life would become intertwined with Red Cloud’s, was preparing for war in Virginia.










Chapter 2

JW Dear, Mount Gilead, and Virginia

John William Dear was a fifth-generation Virginian, rooted in the rolling hills and wooded valleys of the northern counties where his family had farmed for a hundred years. He was of German blood on his father’s side, and English on his mother’s.1 A century before, his paternal ancestor, twenty-five-year-old Johannes Hirsch, struggling to survive in his war-torn and disease-ravaged homeland, made the decision to brave the perils of a long ocean crossing to seek a new life in America. He traveled five hundred miles from his home in Täbingen in southern Germany to the great trading port of Rotterdam on the North Sea, where he boarded the Snow Charlotta bound for America.2

During the eighteenth century seventy thousand German immigrants arrived in colonial Pennsylvania.3 Johannes landed in America on September 5, 1743, where he swore the Oath of Allegiance to his new country in front of the Philadelphia Courthouse. He moved south to what is now Madison County in central Virginia, married a German-born widow, worked hard, and did well. By the early 1750s he had become a successful farmer and landowner and changed his name from Hirsch to Deer. Hirsch is German for deer, which morphed in time to Dear. In his will, written in 1781, Johannes left the fruits of his hard work, his farm and large estate, to his children.4

Two generations later his direct descendants, JW’s father, the patriotically named George Washington Dear, and his elder brother Amos, were born twenty-five miles away in Little Washington, a small farming community in Culpeper County.5 Both brothers married well. Amos married Phoebe Spiller, who came from an affluent English family.6 The couple owned more than twenty slaves, a large farm on the outskirts of the village, and the hostelry in the village center, known as Dear’s Ordinary, which survives to this day.7 This branch of the Dear family continued to live and farm in Little Washington until the early 1930s.

In 1839 George married Sarah Ann Rowles.8 Her well-connected, patrician family lived twenty miles away in the village of Markham, and JW, their third child, was born on July 6, 1845.9 But whereas Amos made a success of his life and prospered, George struggled. George must have been a man of charm and some charisma to capture the affluent and refined Sarah Rowles—and to keep her, despite the tribulations of their life together. He was a likable rogue, but a risk-taker who was not good with money and was often in debt.10 In 1854 and again in 1855, he was convicted and fined for selling alcohol without a license. As a result, his exasperated wife took the unusual step of legally protecting the assets she had inherited from her father and grandfather from her husband.11

In spite of this they continued to live together, seemingly happily, and had two more children. The 1850 census recorded George as a tenant farmer owning nine slaves, but a decade later he was a laborer with no slaves and was clearly struggling financially, surviving only by his wife’s inheritance.12 George’s inability to provide adequately for his family and their penury by comparison with their wealthier relations weighed heavily on young JW and molded the man he would become. His single-minded drive to succeed at least partly stemmed from his troubled childhood, moving from tenancy to tenancy as his father inexorably sunk down the social scale.

George, Sarah, and their seven children, Frances, Thomas, JW, Clay, Richard, Jennie, and Luther, moved to Mount Gilead in Loudoun County, Northern Virginia, where, in the fall of 1860, George took yet another tenancy. In the 1860 Federal Census, the county had a population of 21,000, and 607 families owned 5,501 slaves. Most of the population, like the Dears, lived on farms. A few toll roads and a network of bridle paths connected the scattered communities. Leesburg, seven miles northeast of the Dears’ cottage, was the largest town in the county with a population of sixteen hundred and was served by a railroad which connected it to Alexandria to the south, and from there it was a ferry ride across the Potomac to Washington, DC.

Mount Gilead was a small hamlet of one hundred thirty souls perched astride a ridge of the Catoctin Mountain, fields and woodland dropping away on either side. The road from Leesburg, which bisected the village and formed its main street, led down to the ford across the North Fork of Goose Creek at Coe’s Mill. Washington was forty miles to the east, and this proximity to the capital made the area a constant battleground throughout the coming Civil War. The largest local landowners were John Simpson and his three sons, James, John Jr., and Henson. Between them they farmed over fourteen hundred acres and owned more than forty slaves who lived in three slave houses spread across their estates.13

George leased a portion of James Simpson’s land and one of his cottages for the next ten years as a tenant farmer.14 The farm lay adjacent to the main street, and the Dears’ modest cottage was conveniently located “in a quiet retired portion of the neighborhood,” a few hundred yards from the village center.15 The family had easy access to the village shop, which was owned and operated by their landlord, and to a post office, blacksmith, and carpenter.16 Just behind Main Street was a small timber-framed village school, which the Dear children attended.

The North Fork Baptist Church, a mile from their home, was easily reached by the country path that crossed the North Fork of Goose Creek as it meandered gently through the valley to the west of the Dears’ cottage. The church, built in 1785, was a functional red brick building where the community gathered for both religious and social activities and where Sarah, who was a staunch Baptist, worshiped throughout the 1860s. And it was probably the church that awakened JW’s lifelong love of music and singing.

Three wealthy families who lived within a few miles of the Dear household were destined to play an important part in JW’s life. The Rogers family lived at Willow Cottage a few miles north on the road leading to Hamilton; the Megeaths, three miles to the west in Philomont; and the Richards, at Green Garden estate on the outskirts of Upperville.17 Over the coming years JW became linked to all three families, initially through friendships forged by fighting together for the Confederate cause in the Civil War, then through business, and later by marriage.

The Dear family arrived in Mount Gilead during the lead-up to the November 1860 presidential election. President James Buchanan’s Democratic Cabinet was split over the issue of slavery, and the little-known Republican, Abraham Lincoln, was elected the sixteenth President of the United States.

In Loudoun, with a white population of fifteen thousand, only a handful of people voted for Lincoln. The staunchly Democratic South was concerned that under the new president increased federal control would limit the freedom to determine the destiny of their democratically elected state politicians. The question of slavery and federal involvement in state affairs was an increasingly debated and divisive topic. Lincoln and the Republican Party’s view on slavery was well known. They, and the North in general, opposed slavery and were committed to preventing it spreading into non-slave states—they would not accept a territory into the Union if it allowed slavery. Many Southern states saw this as an infringement of their democratic rights, and as a result, between December 1860 and June 1861, eleven Southern states seceded from the Union. On February 18, twenty-four days before Lincoln became president, Jefferson Davis was sworn into office in Montgomery, Alabama, as Interim President of the Confederacy.

Initially, opinion in Virginia was divided. Although the state had voted overwhelmingly against Lincoln in the presidential election, they were loath to leave the Union. In effect Virginia was pro-Union and pro-slavery. On April 4, Virginian delegates voted against secession, but in those states that had already declared secession tensions were rising, and just before dawn on April 12, 1861, Confederate artillery bombarded the Union-held Fort Sumter in South Carolina marking the start of the Civil War.

The start of hostilities became the major topic of conversation, as people argued for and against secession and debated what practical effect it would have on their lives. President Lincoln’s immediate response was to call for seventy-five thousand volunteers to help crush the opposition in the South. The question raised at the Virginia Convention was whether Virginia should provide her quota of troops to fight against the South or secede from the Union. On April 17, the Convention voted to secede.18

The Dears and the residents of Mount Gilead were staunch Confederates and committed to fight for their state’s rights. In a statewide Secession Referendum held in May, their precinct voted 102 to 19 in favor of leaving the Union.19

Throughout the US Army, Southern officers and men were deciding where their allegiance lay—to serve state or nation. General Robert E. Lee was recognized by both Democrats and Republicans as one of the most able officers in America. He was a Virginian, but he opposed secession. However, he also firmly believed in a state’s democratic right to determine its own destiny. When faced with the choice between state and nation, Lee chose state, and after a period as military adviser to the Confederate president, he took command of the Army of Northern Virginia in June 1862.










Chapter 3

The Civil War, the Early Years: 1861–1863

Three weeks after Virginia left the Union, the governor of Virginia granted Eppa Hunton, an attorney from Prince William County, the commission of colonel and ordered him to raise, organize, and train a company of infantry from the Loudoun area.1 Recruitment posters were displayed around the county and temporary recruitment centers were set up. One center was in Mount Gilead.

This was an emotional and traumatic time for the Dear family. On July 6, JW celebrated his sixteenth birthday; six days later Sarah gave birth to her eighth child, Frank, and the next day their eldest son, Thomas, signed up to fight for the Confederacy. The eighteen-year-old joined Company I of the newly formed 8th Virginia Infantry under the command of the Dears’ landlord, Captain James Simpson.2

A week later Thomas Dear was twenty-two miles away taking part in the first battle of the Civil War, the Battle of Manassas. Much to the Dear family’s relief the raw Confederate army prevailed, and the demoralized Union army returned to Washington, DC, in disarray.3 When young men like Thomas joined the Confederate army to serve their state and fight for a cause they and their families passionately supported, most thought the war would last for no more than a few months. They were confident the issues would be resolved before Christmas; few thought it would last for four long, brutal years and take the lives of more than six hundred thousand Americans.4

During the early days of the war the Army of Northern Virginia made steady progress, and as news of its successes filtered through to the local population, this, coupled with the knowledge that Thomas had survived, gave cause for optimism and hope in the Dear household. But that was replaced by a growing acceptance that it was likely to be a long, drawn-out struggle which would involve much hardship and sacrifice on the part of the civilian population, particularly for those who lived on the front line, like the Dear family.

By mid-March 1862, Union troops occupied Loudoun. Schools and churches were forced to close, and supplies of goods of all kinds were disrupted. Sarah had four children under the age of thirteen to care for, and, with her eldest daughter Frances’s help, she made most of the family’s clothes. She had the further responsibility of homeschooling her children. She encouraged them to read, and JW in particular devoured books voraciously; he was hungry for knowledge and even at that young age, loved poetry and was driven to better himself. Newspapers and public gatherings were banned, and food shortages became a major problem. The family also worried about Thomas, who was now risking his life fighting for the South. Life for the Dears and many families like them was a constant struggle.

In addition to the fall in living standards, residents lived in fear of their neighbors spying on them and reporting them to the authorities. Loudoun was bound on three sides by Union states and the county’s loyalties were divided between the two rival national governments: in the south there was strong support for the Confederates; in the north, where the German and Quaker communities had settled, there was more pro-Union sentiment. As the war progressed, sympathy for the Union cause in northern Loudoun translated into the formation of a local militia, which became known as the Loudoun Rangers, or sometimes as “Means’s Men” after their commander, Captain Samuel Carrington Means.5

In August, Captain James Simpson and his brother John returned to Mount Gilead on a recruiting campaign. The brothers stayed at the home of the Dears, and on the morning of August 16, just after John Simpson had left, a detachment of Means’s Men approached the cottage looking for the brothers.6 The Alexandria Gazette reported that:

Sarah Dear rushed to warn James Simpson, shouting Captain, the Yankees are coming! This so alarmed him he ran out of the house . . . bareheaded and still carrying the newspaper he was reading. The rogues had no sooner seen him than they began to yell the foulest execrations such as “there is the damned rebel—shoot the damned rascal—shoot him, shoot him,” and not once did they call him to halt but began firing. One bullet hit him in the knee which threw him to the ground where he lay on his face until the murderers rode up, and without any sense of shame or humanity, fired a volley at his head, six shots of which took effect in the back of his head and neck. And after that one villainous rascal went to him, and finding some sign of life yet remaining, placed his revolver at his head and fired again, and then remarked to a gentleman whom the noise had attracted to the scene [George Dear, who was later brought to Richmond to testify against the perpetrator of this crime], that his name was Alfonzo Webster, and he wished the world to know that he assisted in killing the rebel Simpson. The party then turned out his pockets and took $2,000—Simpson’s recruiting expenses and his gold watch. They sent word to his wife to come and bury him and rode on pilfering, arresting peaceable citizens and stealing all the horses they could find on their march.7


Simpson was buried in the cemetery of the North Fork Baptist Church, a mile from the scene of his murder, where his gravestone can still be seen today. His family and friends later gained their retribution when twenty-five-year-old Alfonzo Webster went to the gallows at Camp Lee in Richmond the following April, tied to a chair, as he had fractured his ankle and crippled his spine while trying to escape from imprisonment.8



At the start of the war JW was a skinny, fifteen-year-old youth with a mop of unruly black hair. He attended the local school, where evidence suggests he was an able and diligent student who led a happy, carefree existence, riding, playing with friends, and helping his parents around the farm.


But JW witnessed Simpson’s brutal murder. Exposed to the horrors of war he matured rapidly and by early 1863 was unrecognizable from the callow teenager at the start of the war. As he approached his eighteenth birthday, he began to think how best to serve the Confederate cause. Should he join his brother Thomas and the 8th Virginia Infantry, or should he follow the lead of his Uncle Amos’s eldest son, his cousin Charlie Dear, and other friends who had joined a recently formed partisan resistance force under the command of Captain John Singleton Mosby?
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The earliest known photograph of JW in 1864, age nineteen. Given to James J. Williamson by JW’s brother Clay for his book﻿, Mosby’s Rangers (New York: Ralph B. Kenyon, 1896), 84.
He knew from Thomas’s stories that life in the regular army meant low pay, hardship, and weeks, often months, of inactivity and boredom, interspersed only by an occasional set piece battle. Mosby on the other hand offered the exciting prospect of daily engagement with the enemy, with the added benefit of being able to live at home and support his family. As JW was pondering his options in the spring of 1863, Thomas, and the 8th Virginia Infantry, which was now part of Brigadier General Garnett’s Brigade, were ordered to join General Lee and the main Confederate army at Culpeper for its planned advance into the Union stronghold of Maryland and Pennsylvania.9










Chapter 4

Mosby, JW, and the Rangers

Over the Christmas of 1862, while Corporal Thomas Dear was serving with Garnett’s Brigade defending Richmond, and General Lee and the main Confederate army were enjoying a series of successes against the Union army, a young Confederate officer was about to change how the war was fought in the Northern Virginia counties of Fairfax, Prince William, Fauquier, and Loudoun, a Confederate stronghold of sixty-six thousand souls, of which 40 percent were slaves.1

Twenty-nine-year-old Captain Mosby was convinced that a partisan guerrilla force would make a significant contribution to the Confederate war effort. His concept was that well-disciplined patriots on horseback, making lightning strikes and then melting away into civilian life, could inflict serious damage on Union troops and their supply lines and tie up valuable Union resources.

Mosby’s command was conceived on December 29, 1862, in the drawing room at Oakham, Hamilton Rogers’s grand Greek Revival building on his large plantation east of Middleburg, and eight miles south of JW’s family home in Mount Gilead. The Rogerses were well established in the commercial and agricultural worlds of Northern Virginia and were fiercely loyal to the Southern cause. Therefore, it was to the Confederate stronghold of Oakham that General J.E.B. “Jeb” Stuart and his staff retreated after a raid behind enemy lines in Fauquier County. On that morning Mosby, then a scout on Stuart’s staff, broached the subject of taking a few men under his direction to continue to scout and harass the Union army over the winter when the cavalry went into winter quarters.

[image: ]
Captain John Singleton Mosby in 1863. He single-handedly changed the face of warfare in Northern Virginia. Courtesy of Documenting the American South, Libraries of the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.
Mosby had already proved the value of a small band of men moving undetected and with speed in gathering intelligence. He had in the past proposed similar ventures to Stuart, but this time Stuart agreed, and when the cavalry departed Oakham on December 30, nine men stayed behind with Mosby. He told them to find lodgings in the vicinity, no more than two men to a family, and to report to him ten days later. In the meantime, he would scout alone to spy on the enemy and look for opportunities to engage. This established the peculiar pattern of warfare he adopted, where his formidable fighters dispersed among the local population, ready to be summoned at any moment mounted in uniform on some of the best and fastest horses in the district.

This small band grew into the 43rd Battalion of the Virginia Cavalry, more commonly known as Mosby’s Rangers, and became one of the most famous units—celebrated and reviled in equal measure—in either army. It was the brainchild of a singular man, a small, slight, wiry individual, apparently unassuming, but whose restless energy, careful planning, and ferocious appetite for the fray made him a formidable opponent and imbued in those he commanded an unusual devotion. His relentless attrition on wagon trains, army camps, pickets, stragglers, and railroad lines and the frequency of his attacks—often miles apart and in the early hours of the morning—multiplied his attributes in the eyes of the enemy until his reputation became as feared as his actual achievements. He was the “Gray Ghost” of the Confederate army in Northern Virginia, emerging out of the darkness of the night or the early morning mist, an avenging force of rangers at his heels, six-shooters blazing, the air rent with the blood-curdling rebel yell.

The first engagement of Mosby’s little band was a success, with three strikes over two days in mid-January 1863. They were on outposts of various cavalry units yielding Union prisoners, horses, and equipment, which Mosby took to Stuart’s camp near Fredericksburg. A clearly delighted Stuart allowed Mosby to increase his band of marauders to fifteen.2

Not long after those initial raids, and with press reports on Mosby’s exploits building, men from neighboring counties and those home on leave sought to join his command. This loose, changing formation of up to fifty men became known as “Mosby’s Conglomerates.” On March 23, Mosby’s position was formalized when President Davis appointed him Captain of Partisan Rangers with the instruction to “proceed at once to organize your company.”3

By the end of the war, two thousand men had served with Mosby. Many were from the farms of Loudoun, Fauquier, Fairfax, and Prince William Counties, but they were leavened by university-trained men, men from wealthy mercantile and plantation families, and professional men. There were even a few foreign adventurers. Charlie Dear, JW’s cousin, was the first of JW’s family and friends to join Mosby. Charlie left the Virginia Military Institute to reputedly become Mosby’s nineteenth recruit.



The Conscription Law, passed in April 1862, declared that all able-bodied white male Southern citizens between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five were required to serve the Confederacy for three years. During the spring of 1863, JW’s family and friends spoke of little else than Mosby and the success of his Rangers. Cousin Charlie had already signed up, and several of JW’s friends were planning to enlist. By midsummer, JW had made up his mind. He was attracted by the action and excitement offered by the Rangers and by the opportunity to fight alongside fellow Northern Virginians in defense of their homes. On July 6, his eighteenth birthday, JW joined Mosby.


Three days earlier General Lee’s fateful decision to advance into Union territory had been halted at one of the most famous battles in the history of war: the Battle of Gettysburg. On the third day of the battle Brigadier General Garnett’s Brigade, which included Thomas Dear and the 8th Virginia Infantry, attacked the Union-held Cemetery Ridge. By the end of the day more than seven thousand young men lay dead, scattered over fields, hills, and in the woods around Gettysburg. Colonel Hunton, Thomas’s regimental commander, wrote:

[General] Garnett was killed when near the first line of the enemy, gallantly leading his men. They got up to within a few yards of the first line of the enemy . . . [but] Federal reinforcements came up, and thus ended the charge of July 3—a charge that will go down in history as the most gallant ever made by any army. . . . My dear old regiment, [The Bloody Eighth], laid down under fire during the artillery duel 205 strong. Five of them were killed in the artillery duel, and 200 responded promptly and bravely to the order to charge. After the charge . . . only 10 of those who went in responded to the roll call—190 out of 200 were gone.4
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Charlie Dear, JW’s cousin, took part in many of the Rangers’ most dangerous raids. Eugenia Newberg
News of the defeat and the enormity of the Confederate losses reached the Dear home on July 9, but it would be weeks, probably months, before the family knew for sure that Thomas would never return home; until then they lived in hope. No one who survived, in the smoke and mayhem of the battlefield, saw Thomas die, and his body and that of his brigade commander, General Garnett, were never identified. For seven months after the battle the muster rolls of the 8th Virginia Infantry listed Thomas as missing, hoping he would be found on a list of wounded in a Union hospital. In February 1864, the family finally accepted he was dead. Thomas’s death left its mark on JW but did nothing to dampen his commitment to the Confederate cause.



Those wishing to join Mosby were first subjected to his scrutiny: each recruit was interviewed by him personally. “He would stare into a man’s face, watch his eyes, and instinctively judge his worth.”5 JW passed muster in July 1863 and was initially assigned to the conglomerates, those waiting to join a company. During the next eight months he was involved in numerous raids and skirmishes, but it was not until March 28, 1864, when Company D was formed in Leesburg, that JW was officially registered as a Mosby Ranger.6


Such was the attraction of joining Mosby that officers from other commands resigned their commissions to enlist as privates. In Company D among JW’s fellow privates were a former captain of his brother’s old regiment, the 8th Virginia Infantry; five doctors; two future judges; and two grandsons of US presidents.7 For JW, hailing from a small farming community, becoming part of this eclectic mix of people from all walks of life and social backgrounds broadened his horizons and gave him a confidence and polish that stood him in good stead in the years to come.

The Ranger pattern of warfare, constant raiding, engaging the enemy sometimes daily, was far removed from the experience of those in the regular army, with their infrequent set piece battles followed by months of boredom and inaction.8 On their way to a raid, Mosby encouraged informality, with Rangers riding up and down the line talking to friends, telling stories, and singing together; they only ever formed a line when masquerading as Union cavalry.9 When faced with the enemy, the style of battle of the Rangers was the opposite of every tactical manual, a horse race as each man vied to beat the other to the enemy lines, adrenalin pumping, pistols firing, the rebel yell a fearful accompaniment. Mosby encouraged individuality and rewarded bravery with an additional share from the spoils of war.

Three other young Virginians who joined Mosby at the same time as JW would become his friends and play important roles in his life. Walter Whaley, who lived with his parents on the Royal Oaks estate in Centreville, which Rangers occasionally used as a safe house, joined Mosby in July.

Sam Rogers, another of Mosby’s early recruits, was JW’s neighbor and closest friend. He lived with his widowed mother and four siblings at Willow Cottage, a two-story, stone farmhouse a few miles from the Dears’ home at Mount Gilead, where they farmed one hundred fifty acres of prime land. The Rogerses’ ancestors had emigrated from Ireland in the middle of the eighteenth century, and Sam’s branch of the extended family had lived in Willow Cottage since the 1780s—the house is still owned by the family today. They were well-established and respected members of the local community, who, like the Dears, worshiped at the North Fork Baptist Church. Sam and JW were the same age; both were outstanding horsemen and soon became inseparable.

During the war years, when both JW and Sam fought with Mosby, JW was a regular visitor to Willow Cottage, where he got to know Sam’s sister, Mary Ann, who was affectionately known by her family and JW as Mamie, and sometimes Mollie. Although the pattern of their lives after the war meant they saw each other infrequently, over the years their friendship blossomed.

Sam’s friend, Adolphus “Dolly” Richards, came from a monied and influential local family who lived at Green Garden, a fine country estate outside Upperville in Fauquier County. He was a charismatic character and a natural leader, who, despite his youth, rose to become Mosby’s third in command. Three years after the end of the war, Dolly’s elder brother, Burr, was instrumental in helping change the course of JW’s life.
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Sam Rogers, JW’s friend and fellow Mosby Ranger, who lived at Willow Cottage a few miles north of JW’s home in Mount Gilead. Patty Rogers
The last of JW’s immediate circle to join Mosby was his younger brother, Clay, who despite being underage persuaded his parents to allow him to join Mosby toward the end of the war. After the war he wrote:
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Sam’s sister, Mary Ann Rogers. Eugenia Newberg
I went to Captain Glascock shortly after I saw my brother captured and asked to be allowed to take his place in Company D. He refused on account of my youth (I was then but a schoolboy), but finally gave me permission to go with the company, which I did, up to the end of the war. Through the kindness of the men I was given a place behind my big cousin, Charlie Dear, which always brought me into the second or third “fours” in time of danger.10
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JW’s younger brother, Clay Dear, in uniform, aged seventeen. Photographed in December 1864. Given to James J. Williamson by Clay for his book, Mosby’s Rangers (New York: Ralph B. Kenyon, 1896), 84.
The lives of these six young men, JW, Charlie, Clay, Sam, Walter, and Dolly, were shaped by Mosby’s leadership style and the unique demands of being a Ranger. For Mosby, with his loose band of “renegades and cutthroats,” as they were called by Union soldiers, complete control over his men was essential. He needed his officers to be bold, fearless, as aggressive as he was, and to be beholden to him only and not to the men under them.11

To join the Rangers, a man had to have his own horse. Unlike their Union counterparts, most Southerners were good riders from boyhood who needed no training. Those from rural communities, like JW, Clay, and their cousin Charlie, had been raised with horses. Now they were their lifeline: the faster and more robust the animal, the better to overhaul the enemy in the charge or to escape from pursuit. Many Rangers had excellent animals with famous pedigrees; Loudoun County was a breeding ground for fine horses.12

There was little or no drill. The saber, the classic weapon of the cavalry, was abandoned early in favor of the five- or six-shot pistol, and most Rangers carried at least two, giving them ten or twelve shots before reloading. Pistol practice was one of the few drills they were happy to indulge. “It was no uncommon thing for one of our men to gallop by a tree at full tilt, and put three bullets into its trunk in succession.”13

“These . . . conditions . . . demanded that men should be expert in the use of their weapon. Uncle Sam’s ordnance department supplied them abundantly with ammunition and much of it was consumed in target practice. This deadly aptness with the revolver not only reacted on our men and gave them nerve and self-confidence, but it increased their efficiency and formidability.”14

There is little doubt that JW’s skill as a horseman and prowess with a six-shooter stood him in good stead in later years when he lived among the Indians and the iron men of the Western frontier.15

For the first few years of the war the Union cavalry, never given much credence as an offensive force and largely confined to scouting and picket duties, was no match for Confederate horsemen and was easily broken. By mid-1863 it was a very different matter, as the Union cavalry had become a formidable, well-trained force.16

The average age of a Ranger was twenty-three, but ages ranged from sixteen to late fifties.17 Mosby had a fondness for his youngest Rangers. Bad habits had not been instilled in them by other commands; their only way was his way.

Mosby’s command was in existence for twenty-eight months, but it had a lasting impact on the social and political development of “Mosby’s Confederacy” in the period immediately after the Civil War, when old animosities and grudges often continued for many years. Although around two thousand served with Mosby, his command at any one time never exceeded four hundred.18 For those who joined Mosby, like JW’s circle of six, it was an experience that marked them for life. They were treated as heroes by the local community, and the camaraderie forged by shared experiences and their utter reliance on each other made lifelong friendships. For many it was the most exciting period of their lives. Their post-war reunions were always well attended, and some rangers, fifty years after the war had ended, chose to be buried in their Confederate gray uniforms. Many years later, in the remote West, JW was still described by a local newspaper as “once one of the most daring of Mosby’s men.”19










Chapter 5

JW’s War: 1863–1865

After the defeat at Gettysburg, the once invincible Army of Northern Virginia was on the defensive. With Union troops once more on Virginian soil, life for the Dear family became increasingly difficult. Thomas was dead and JW, their eldest surviving son, was involved in a particularly brutal guerrilla war. Summoned by Mosby to a command meeting, he disappeared, sometimes for days on end, to return saddle-weary and hungry, dusty, muddy, or frozen as the seasons changed, before mounting up once again. The war was taking its toll not only on the combatants but also their families as they struggled to put food on the table while regular troops and gangs of deserters pillaged local farms.

As the two armies settled in for a more static war the Rangers found the conditions for their style of warfare ideal. Throughout the fall of 1863 and into 1864 Mosby and his partisan guerrillas harried and harassed Union troops, whether they were billeted in the county or passing through to support the war effort farther south. They tied up valuable Union resources and caused such disruption that the reputation of Mosby and his men rose in tandem with the anger and irritation his attacks caused the Union high command.

In August 1864, things came finally to a head. That month, five hundred twenty fully loaded, lightly guarded wagons trundled slowly south from Harpers Ferry in West Virginia to resupply General Philip Henry Sheridan’s army as he fought to remove Confederate troops from the Shenandoah Valley. The
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Map 1. JW’s Virginia and Mosby’s Confederacy.















I beheld a sight I hope I may never look upon again. The barns and stockyards of all our neighbors and some of their dwellings were burning as far as the eye could reach, towards Mount Gilead, Leesburg and Waterford smokes were rising in volumes, telling the work of destruction that was going on. And now at night the sky, all round the horizon, looks like a sunset reflection in the sky.15
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