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Part II – The Real Governor Gilpin.  By all accounts, except by his staunchest backers, William Gilpin was a disastrous governor – more on that next week, but this week, more on Gilpin before being appointed Territorial Governor by President Lincoln.   


Gilpin’s limited time at West Point was somewhat of a contradiction to reality for someone born of the Quaker faith.  Even though he left West Point because of boredom, to the great embarrassment of his family (he studied math and French, not tactics and strategy), Gilpin still showed great interest in the military, perhaps whetted by introduction to army and navy officers who visited the residence of brother, Henry, where Gilpin resided after leaving West Point.  The officers’ stories of battles with the Osage and Pawnee Indians while escorting a Santa Fe trade caravan and trade with the Comanche Indians served to excite and energize a bored William Gilpin.  


Contradicting information has Gilpin in two places at the same time – late 1935 and early 1936.  Gilpin abruptly left his brother’s residence and soon after, sailed for England where he sought but was refused a commission in the British Foreign Legion.  (Some accounts show Gilpin at the University of Pennsylvania at this same time.)  

In December of 1835, word reached England of what was the beginning of the Seminole Indian Wars (1836-1838).  The news prompted Gilpin to rush back to the United States where he requested and received a military commission from President Andrew Jackson by use of his family’s considerable influence.  Success finally shined on Gilpin as a Second lieutenant in a regiment of Dragoons, but Gilpin’s participation in the war against the Seminole Indians was delayed due to his being sent “west of the mountains” to recruit men to serve in the military.  
Though annoyed at being separated from his unit that was organized and trained specifically to be sent to Florida, the trip gave Gilpin his first introduction to the frontier of the United States, and by his own account, he was never the same.  Gilpin sent vivid accounts to his family:  one tells of how the national road had been so well “macadamized and was beautifully smooth,” a well traveled road which became U.S. 40.  In 1852, it terminated at Vandalia, Illinois, but served as the passageway to the Mississippi Valley.  Recruiting proved difficult at his first post, St. Louis, where Gilpin found wages were high and land in the area was cheap which meant suitable recruits were not anxious to go off to war.  

The assignment and exploration of the vast area provided Gilpin with his first grand visions for the future America of which he wrote glowing account to his mother and friends.  
In the early days, as settlers and settlement spread west, the ever present problem facing the United States was what to do about and with the Indians.  Looking at the background of any early day military man, aspiring to political office was in part predicated on how many Indians had been killed, run down or otherwise annihilated.  There was a dearth of moral compunction shown to Indians with rare exception, and William Gilpin was certainly no exception.  He saw the Indians as a stepping stone for his political aspirations.  

Historical records refer to Gilpin serving in four wars despite being at West Point for only one term.  Supporters erroneously claim he graduated, but that was not true.  Unclear is why the fourth war is considered a war when it was identified as governor and commander-in-chief of the Colorado Territory.

Gilpin’s involvement in the Second Seminole War amounted to no real combat as scouting expeditions turned into skirmishes resulting in Seminoles along the way surrendering to accept migration to the West in many cases.  The action-hungry Gilpin soon tired of such duty and resigned to make his home in St. Louis, a place he decided was the most advantageous “postwar” home.   Seeking a military appointment to the West and finding none in 1838, he again resigned his commission.  

Gilpin’s interest in the military was renewed in 1846 with the start of the Mexican War.  Gilpin asked for reinstatement of his regular army commission and was assigned to the Army of the West, created in the spring of 1846 as war was declared on Mexico on May 13th.   
The first post constructed to help protect the Santa Fe trade route was Fort Mann.  As a Lieutenant Colonel, Gilpin was placed in charge of a battalion of Missouri volunteers.  Gilpin soon became embroiled with Indian agent Thomas Fitzpatrick over how to handle the hostile Indians, with Fitzpatrick pointing to a Comanche raid killing 8 in the summer of 1836, that such an incident had not occurred in the previous 20 years.  

Finding further fault with Gilpin’s lack of military experience, Fitzpatrick wrote of an incident when Pawnees visited Fort Mann where Gilpin had left infantryman on duty made up largely of Germans who were unfamiliar with Indian character and warfare.  
Fitzpatrick received orders from the Commissioner of Indian Affairs to visit all tribes within his jurisdiction which was widespread, to seek peace and cooperation:  the Kiowa, Kiowa-Apache and Comanche (south of the Arkansas River); Southern Arapahoe and Cheyenne (vicinity of Fort St. Vrain and South Platte); and the Sioux (near Fort Laramie).  
During Fitzpatrick’s absence in the winter of 1848, Gilpin moved south through an area stretching south of the Arkansas toward the Canadian River along the Santa Fe Trail “pillaging the land, killing game, destroying the grass, rendering  the area temporarily unfit for Indian occupation.”  

Gilpin wrote of another campaign conducted into Comanche country:  “Nine battles were fought from the middle of July to the end of August and 253 scalps of warriors were taken from first to last.”  

Sources for all of the above:  Chief Left Hand, Southern Arapaho; Colorado and Its People; The Year of Decision 1846; The Coloradans; Colorado:  A History of Its People; Colorado:  A story of the State, Its People; Broken  Hand:  The Life of Thomas Fitzpatrick, Mountain Man, Guide and Indian Agent; The American Indians Wars and The Southern Cheyenne.  
Next week, the final episode on the Real Governor Gilpin:  Gilpin as Governor and those infamous vouchers that were his downfall.

 Mark Twain once said, “The rule is perfect:  in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”
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