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ñ A Mighty Mean Fowt Fight!ò 
 The 2011-2012 season of the Monroe County Civil 

War Roundtable kicked off with the first annual David Wiley 

Memorial Lecture. It was decided last year that an appropriate 

way to remember our former friend and leader, who passed 

away unexpectedly in 2010, would be to have a special speaker 

begin our year. This inaugural lecture welcomed Jeff Patrick, 

historian, National Park Ranger at Wilsonôs Creek National Bat-

tlefield and librarian at their excellent Civil War library, one of 

the best in the nation, especially when you consider the size of 

the battlefield and its somewhat remote location. 

 What Jeff  shared with the membership was the tale of 

a very early Civil War battle, little known and usually lost in the 

glamour of the eastern and even other western theater struggles. 

But the Battle of Wilsonôs Creek, often called the ñBull Run of 

the Westò, was the first major engagement in the western theater 

and was critical in determining the fate of the State of Missouri 

as a slave or free state.  

 1861 Missouri was a bountiful land of hemp, lead ore, 

livestock and grain...a very attractive prize for anyone who 

could control it. With a population of 1,000,000 whites and al-

most 120,000 blacks, 3,500 of whom were free, it was a state to 

be reckoned with in the rising struggle that was to become the 

young nationôs defining moment.  

 Claiborne Fox Jackson, Governor and crafty career 

politician, made it clear when elected in 1861 that ñMissouri 

would stand by the South!ò Lincolnôs call for 75,000 volunteers 

elicited a defiant response from Jackson. He decided to create a 

ñdefense forceò for Missouri that would be beholden to no one 

but the state itself and called it the Missouri Guard.  Thus  enter 

the three military men who would  fight it out, each unique in 

his own way. 

Ranger Jeff Patrick explains the action in 

the Ray cornfield at Wilsonõs Creek, fought 

on August 10, 1861  

 The first of these was Sterling 

ñOld Papò Price, a veteran of the Mexican 

War and former governor (1853) who Jack-

son appointed to lead the Guard.  While 

initially opposed to secession, the ñCamp 

Jackson Massacreò in May of 1861, where 

28 men women and children were killed 

when federal forces tried to march some 

captured militia through the streets of St. 

Louis ,changed his mind. He was now specifically charged 

with defending Missouri from Federal troops. 

 These Federal troops were led by 

newly appointed General Nathaniel Lyon, 

a Connecticut native an 1841 West Point 

graduate. Also a veteran of the Mexican 

War, Lyon was just as determined not to 

allow Federal authority to be subjugated 

by this upstart ñrebelò force. A month after 

the Camp Jackson incident, Lyon finally 

met with Price and Jackson to try to ham-

mer out a peace agreement in Missouri. 

The two sides haggled for hours and failed to reach any ac-

cord. Lyon stormed out in protest, effectively declaring war on 

the State of Missouri. In June, his forces routed the Guard at 

Boonville and chased them southward toward  an area sur-

rounding Wilsonôs Creek, near Springfield in the southwest 

corner of the state. 

 Price had now struck an uneasy 

alliance with  the third military man of 

this confrontation, Brig. Gen. Benjamin 

McCulloch and his Confederate  army 

forces.  While he had no formal military 

training, McCulloch was a veteran  Indi-

an fighter, had fought in the  Texas War 

of Independence and led a unit of Texas 

Rangers in the Mexican War. This con-

glomerate of some 12,125 Southern 

troops (2,000 of which were unarmed) was encamped near 

Wilsonôs Creek on August 9, 1861, when Lyonôs 5,400 Union 

troops left Springfield, and  headed south the short distance  

between the city and the creek.  

 Lyon engaged a small group of Missouri State 

Guardsmen from the north at 5 a.m. on the 10th while his ar-

tillery commander, Col. Franz Sigel, positioned his troops on 

the  south edge of the Confederate encampment. When  Sigel 

heard the sounds of Lyonôs attack, he opened a bombardment 

which drove the Southerners from the field. By this time 

Lyonôs men had taken position on ñBloody Hillò on the north-

ern edge of the field. Southern troops attacked Bloody Hill 

[cont. on pg. 2] 



three times  but failed to break the Union line. During the se-

cond assault, Lyon took a bullet to the chest and heart and fell 

from his horse mortally wounded. Meanwhile, Sigelôs men were 

surprised and overwhelmed by McCullochôs troops and were 

quickly overrun. Heavy casualties and lack of ammunition 

forced the Union troops to retreat from the field.  

 Wilson's Creek was a tactical victory for the South, but 

Price and McCulloch could not agree on the next move in this 

bloody chess game with the Union forces. Their fragile coalition 

army simply disintegrated and the Southern forces, both the 

Missouri Guard and the regular Confederate troops, were never 

able to effectively follow up their advantage from this early war 

victory. Their squabbling, in the end, gave the heroic but dead 

Lyon what he had sought all along...Missouri would stay in the 

Union. This was solidified the next spring when McCulloch was 

killed and his Confederate force was defeated at the Battle of 

Pea Ridge, Arkansas, just over the Missouri state line.  

 Today,  The Wilsonôs Creek National Battlefield Park 

is one of the best preserved and least cluttered such parks in 

America. Gettysburg has over 1,400 monuments while this 

southwest Missouri gem has exactly one, a stone marker com-

memorating the death of Gen. Nathaniel Lyon. It has a well laid 

out driving tour that takes you to the high and low points, both 

geographically and proverbially, of the battle. 

 The battlefield also boasts the Sweeney Museum, a 

small but excellent collection of artifacts collected over the 

years by Civil War historian Dr. Tom Sweeney, including the 

sash from Patrick Cleburneôs frock coat , weapons, flags and 

relics taken from the nearby battlefield. The museum is now 

owned by the park service and will soon be moved  from its 

location away from the visitorsô center to become part of that 

facility.  

 Here is a point to ponder. Some have said that, had 

Nathaniel Lyon lived, he might have been the aggressive gen-

eral to come out of the west, the general that Lincoln was seek-

ing,  rather than Grant many months later, perhaps even shorten-

ing the war. Take a trip to Wilsonôs Creek, study the battle and 

see what you think. It is definitely worth the effort. 

Cavalry charge at Wilsonõs Creek, Aug.10,  ô61 

Donôt Forget! 
 September is also our dues month. While we donôt 

need a lot of money, we cannot operate without at least 

some funds. Annual membership is only $15 for individu-

als, $20 for a family and $5 for students. This will help off-

set postage, refreshments, printing costs, etc.  Consider join-

ing (or re-enlisting!) today.  

 We are also accepting extra donations for our 

Speakersô Fund so we can continue to invite expert guests 

like Jeff Patrick to travel to our town and share their 

knowledge with us. Consider sending in your contribution 

today! 

Boom! 
 Recently, Greg Stier, a sergeant with the Fort 

Wayne Police Department came across a 150-year-old can-

nonball from the Civil War. A farmer had been trying to sell 

the relic to some collectors, but no one was interested in it. 

When Stier looked at it, it became clear why buyers were 

reluctant. The cannonball, six inches in diameter and de-

signed to be fired from a 12-pounder cannon, was still ready 

to go to war. Its powder, fuse, firing train and internal anti-

personnel lead balls were all in place. ñAs soon as I saw it, I 

knew it was a live shell,ò Stier said.                      
 The cannonball and its fuse were also filled with 

black powder, which is worrisome because it gets more and 

more unstable with age, especially if it gets wet and then 

dries. This particular shell probably had a kill radius of 40 

to 50 feet. Where the cannonball came from is a mystery. 

There were no Civil War battles in this part of Indiana. But 

it had been in the farmerôs barn for nearly 50 years,       

 Once, daring souls would disarm old cannonballs 

by drilling into them and pouring out all the black powder. 

The result would be a Civil War relic worth $300 to $400. 

That all ended about three years ago, though, when a well-

known relic hunter and expert on Civil War ordnance was 

killed at his Virginia home when a large naval shell that he 

thought was inert exploded while he was cleaning it. The 

explosion sent shrapnel flying up to a quarter-mile. That 

dampened enthusiasm in old cannonballs.                        

 Sgt. Stier removed this cannonball from the barn in 

a special vehicle for carrying explosives. It will be detonat-

ed later. 

Annual Financial Statement 
 

 

INCOME  

 Dues     $780 

 Refreshment donations       30 

      $810 

DISBURSEMENTS 

 Refreshments    $118 

 Holiday dinner      167 

 Website fees        60 

 Bank fees                                   22 

 Postage       126 

 Mailing supplies          9 

       $502 
[Note: this does �Q�R�W reflect expenses for the Sept. Wiley Lecture speaker.] 

  

Holiday Dinner ñFeedbackò 
 Plans are being discussed already for the annual holiday 

dinner in December. Last December we did something quite 

different than in past years by having a buffet style meal at the 

Indiana Memorial Union. In previous years it had been a ñfrom-

the-menuò meal at the Uptown Caf® on Kirkwood downtown. 

The executive board would like to know if you, the members, 

have any ñfeedbackò (groan!), comments or suggestions for this 

yearôs meal. Please call any of the board members on page 4 or e

-mail President Kevin Shiflet (keshift@aol.com) or Secretary 

Steve Rolfe (srolfe@indiana.edu) if you do. 


