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The first commander of American cavalry was Count Casimir Pulaski. In 1772 Pulaski led a force in a fight for Polish freedom; but was defeated by the Russians, and had his estates confiscated. He escaped to France, and when he heard about the American rebellion against the British, saw Benjamin Franklin in Paris and offered his services to the rebels. Franklin gave him a letter of introduction to George Washington who placed him in command of the cavalry. At that time cavalrymen were used only as messengers, and for guard duties; but the aggressive Pole soon taught them how to charge.

On 11 September 1777, at Brandywine near Wilmington, Delaware, the British surrounded an American force; and Pulaski saved it from being completely annihilated by gathering small groups of cavalrymen to charge the encircling enemy, thus putting the British off balance.

Although superseded by General Stephen Moylan as Chief of Cavalry, Pulaski was allowed to raise and lead a force of 300 horsemen of his own. These were dressed in uniforms of varied design. Some who had served with the French wore parts of their French hussar uniform; three Poles, one of them Pulaski’s cousin, were dressed in remnants of Polish uniform; and a number of Hessians were garbed as they had been when they arrived in America.
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The Polish count, Casimir Pulaski, who in 1777 became the first American chief of cavalry
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Stephen Moylan, who took over the Continental Cavalry at Valley Forge when Pulaski resigned in March 1778
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Francis Marion, the ‘Swamp Fox’, whose cavalry captured Georgetown
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Light Horse Harry Lee, whose cavalry fought at the Battle of Cowpens. His son was Robert E. Lee who became commander of the Confederate forces in the Civil War



When the British landed at Egg Harbor, New Jersey, in October 1779, Pulaski’s force attacked them and cut them to pieces; but a year later he was mortally wounded by a splinter from a British shell outside Savannah, Georgia.

Another early cavalry leader of note was Francis Marion, ‘the Swamp Fox’. Marion led three South Carolina regiments of horse, who wore scarlet coats, and in their hats had silver pins inscribed ‘Liberty or Death’. Marion’s troopers frequently entered a fight on foot, only using their horses to reach the battlefield. They won a great reputation by making frequent surprise raids, and because of this are considered to be the first Special Forces of the United States Army. One of their most notable achievements was the capture of Georgetown, South Carolina, in 1781.

With the advent of the British Colonel Tarleton, a proper full-scale cavalry engagement took place in 1781 at Cowpens, 200 miles north of the east coast port of Savannah. Outstanding here on the American side was Colonel William Washington, a cousin of the General. Sent in against Tarleton’s flank, Washington’s squadron attacked with such élan that they threw the British into confusion. In the end the British suffered 830 casualties to 93 for the Americans, so the latter can justly claim a victory.

Another leading cavalryman of the period was Henry Lee, the father of Robert E. Lee of Civil War fame. Lee constantly attacked the British lines of communications, and in a space of less than two months captured five British posts and took 1,100 prisoners. Finally, at the British surrender at Yorktown in October 1781, the American cavalry of 100 dragoons combined well with the more numerous allied French cavalry and contained the British mounted forces effectively.

After Cornwallis’s surrender the American cavalry almost ceased to exist. In 1798, owing to the fear of war with France, Congress authorized the enlargement of the last remaining company of dragoons into a regiment. The men of the new regiment were dressed in green coats with white buttons and facings, and wore cocked hats bearing a black cockade and eagle badge. When the war scare passed, the regiment of dragoons was cut to two troops; only to be enlarged again into two regiments during the 1812–15 war against the British, for which, unfortunately, there is no record of engagements. The dragoons were completely disbanded in 1821, revived in 1833, and from then on established permanently. The new dragoons emerged from a force of irregular Mounted Rangers embodied to settle Indians in reserves in the West. After this task had been satisfactorily completed most of the Ranger officers were transferred to the new 1st Dragoons. There were several noteworthy figures, including Philip St George Cooke, later to become a distinguished cavalryman, and Jefferson Davis the future President of the Confederation.

The 1st Dragoons were mustered near St Louis in 1834. Under Colonel Dodge, also from the Rangers, they marched 400 miles south-west to Fort Gibson on the Arkansas River, and then west into Comanche country. Their object was to visit and impress the tribes who were to be the neighbours of the Indians moved there from the East.

The expedition had been planned for May with the good pastures; but owing to recruiting and equipping difficulties the column did not set off until June. The cavalry formed the advance part of a force under General Leavenworth, and the late start was very nearly the cause of destroying them early on. It turned dreadfully hot, and the humid air of the Mississippi basin caused the troopers to suffer severely from heat exhaustion. To this was added fever caused by drinking the impure water found in the prairie water-holes, so that after a journey of only eighty miles half the men collapsed from the heat or dysentery.

When the rear party came up a camp was established for the sick men and unsound horses. With the good May grass gone, however, the latter were slow to recover. In spite of all these difficulties, after a short halt, the undaunted Colonel Dodge led forward 200 troopers on those horses capable of continuing. They were followed by General Leavenworth and some of the infantry. The General was soon in trouble. First he fell sick with fever, and then when he had recovered he was thrown from his horse while hunting buffalo, and killed. Dodge, however, unaware of his superior’s death, pushed on, passing through brush country where in places the undergrowth was so dense that it had to be hacked down to make a path.
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Russet leather saddlebags of the Revolution, for personal belongings, including combs, hoof pick and nosebag for the horse. One suspension strap passed over the saddle, the other just behind the saddle

When they reached the open prairie beyond the brush they entered territories inhabited by the Osages and Kiowas. These two tribes were carrying on a desultory war with each other; but the presence of the long blue column of disciplined troopers marching through their country had a good effect. Not only did the Indians agree to stop their warlike activities temporarily, but they also said they would visit Fort Gibson in the autumn to parley.

Dodge now decided to return. Reaching the rearguard, whom he found enlarging the sick camp for more invalids, and hearing of Leavenworth’s death, he took over command and led the effectives back to Fort Gibson, leaving the ailing men and horses to come along behind at a slower rate. Although the casualties were severe, being 90 out of a total cavalry force of 600, the results were not unsatisfactory. Soon after Dodge’s return on 24 August the Osages and Kiowas started coming in to treat for peace, and were followed by other tribes. What was more, the Indians transferred from the East were left in peace by their neighbours sufficiently long to allow them to settle down in their new and rather disappointing country.

There followed several other expeditions westwards over the plains. One, led by Colonel Dodge again, was from Fort Leavenworth to the Arkansas valley to visit the Comanches. They found the area relatively peaceful, and this although the Cheyennes were stealing the ponies of the Comanches. Meanwhile Colonel Stephen Watts Kearny, who had taken part in the first expedition, established Fort Des Moines further north in Sioux country. At this time the possession of Oregon on the west coast was in dispute with Britain, and, from Des Moines, Kearny made a noteworthy exploratory march with 300 dragoons westwards up the Oregon trail as far as South Pass, over the Rockies, in the present State of Wyoming. Including the return journey, Kearny and his dragoons covered about 1,000 miles. On the way back they met 3,000 settlers moving westwards up the Oregon Trail. Later, when the great gold rushes began, the cavalry were required to guard passengers on the trail from attacks by Sioux aroused to resentment by the sight of the numerous intruders.
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The charge of General Grant at the Battle of Shiloh

In 1836 another mounted regiment, the 2nd Dragoons, was authorized by Congress primarily for use against the Seminole Indians of Florida, who were making settlers’ lives hazardous. It was planned to move the Seminoles to reservations in the West, but the task was found extremely difficult. For ten years or so the Seminoles played hide-and-seek in the Florida swamps and defied efforts to dislodge them. The 2nd Dragoons, to their disgust, spent most of their time dismounted, wading through swamps or poling canoes through the Everglades. The war was finally ended in 1842 when Colonel Worth defied precedent, and, in the trying summer months considered unsuitable for active operations, took his 8th Infantry into the depths of the Everglades and destroyed the Seminole hide-outs. Before this, however, in the autumn of 1841, the 2nd Dragoons had been ordered to Arkansas.

The field uniform of the 2nd Dragoons during the Seminole War was a dark bluejacket trimmed with yellow, a blue service cap with a yellow band and light blue breeches with yellow stripes.

About this time the settlers in Texas were seeking independence from their Mexican overlords, and in 1845 the United States annexed Texas. Following this came the Mexican War of 1845–48. During the war Colonel Kearny led 100 dragoons to Santa Fé, and then striking west over the southern end of the chain of the Rockies, proceeded down the valley of the Gila into California where there were already detachments of the U.S. Navy, some marines, and a force under General Frémont. The rest of the 1st Dragoons and the 2nd Dragoons were in the force under General Zachary Taylor which crossed the Rio Grande and invaded Mexico proper from the north. Finally in 1846 a new regiment was formed, the Mounted Rifles, with distinctive green trimming on their blue jackets appropriate for riflemen. This regiment was formed to guard the Oregon Trail, but was quickly diverted to Mexico, where it won great distinction serving with General Winfield Scott when he landed a force on the east coast at Veracruz and marched inland to capture Mexico City.

California and New Mexico to the south were far from the centre of Mexico and nearer to the United States, from where they could be reached by the Santa Fé Trail. When war was declared it was decided not only to invade Mexico proper but to conquer California and New Mexico. Besides troops already in California, several hundred mounted men including the 1st Dragoons, a battery of artillery and two companies of infantry were assembled to move against New Mexico and California via the Santa Fé Trail. After occupying Santa Fé without much difficulty Colonel Kearny moved on at the head of 300 dragoons towards California. While still in the valley of the Rio Grande he met the frontiersman Kit Carson riding east with despatches announcing the surrender of California by the Mexicans to the American troops there. Kearny then sent back all his wagons to Santa Fé, as well as 200 of the troopers. With his supplies packed on mule back and two twelve-pounders, a highly reluctant Kit Carson as guide, and 100 troopers dressed in blue flannel breeches and shirts, mostly mounted on mules, he headed due west from the Rio Grande across the southern end of the chain of the Rockies in a dash for the coast. Meanwhile the despatches had been turned over
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