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Introduction

On 7 December 1846, the “day 
dawned on the most tattered 
and ill-fed detachment of 

men that ever the United States mus-
tered under her colors.” The day prior, 
Brig. Gen. Stephen Watts Kearny’s 
Army of the West had engaged in its 
first battle against Mexican forces at 
San Pasqual, California, near present-
day San Diego. While Kearny claimed 
a victory because the enemy left the 
field, the engagement had cost him 18 
killed and 13 wounded from a force 
of fewer than 160. Kearny himself was 
wounded so severely that he temporar-
ily transferred command to a captain 
of dragoons. The Army of the West, 
which had marched in June 1846 from 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas,  in pursuit 
of the strategic objective of annexing 
New Mexico and California to the 
United States, was now encircled on 
a small hill just west of San Pasqual. 
New Mexico had capitulated to Kearny 

without a shot fired, but initial reports 
claiming the absence of any resistance 
to American rule in distant California 
proved highly inaccurate. It appeared 
that, despite having completed the 
longest march in United States military 
history, Kearny’s force would fall short 
of its ultimate goal. Kearny noted, “Our 
provisions were exhausted, our horses 
dead, our mules on their last legs, and 
our men, now reduced to one third 
of their number, were worn down by 
fatigue and emaciated.”1

These setbacks notwithstanding, the 
campaign to secure New Mexico and 
California was ultimately successful. 
On 8 December 1846, Commodore 
Robert F. Stockton sent 180 sailors and 
marines from San Diego to reinforce 
Kearny’s beleaguered force and escort 
it back to San Diego. From there, after 
replenishment and refit, Kearny led 
his force north and won a series of 
engagements in which the Army of 

the West defeated the armed forces of 
California and in January 1847 estab-
lished an American civil government 
in the province. General Kearny had 
achieved the stated political objec-
tives of the United States nearly two 
months before Maj. Gen. Winfield 
Scott landed at Vera Cruz, Mexico.

Strategic Setting
On 24 April 1846, Mexican and 

United States forces clashed near the 
Rio Bravo del Norte resulting in the 
death of sixteen U.S. soldiers. Word 
reached President James K. Polk on 11 
May. Two days later, while Secretary 
of War William L. Marcy was drafting 
orders for Kearny, a colonel at the time, 
to take command of volunteers and 
secure New Mexico and California, 
President Polk signed the declaration 
of war against Mexico.

Secretary Marcy outlined four broad 
objectives and a timeline in the orders 

By Cory S. Hollon
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8	 Army History Winter 2015

he sent Kearny. The initial order of 
business was to seize control of Santa 
Fe, New Mexico.2 Mexico had all but 
abandoned New Mexico because of the 
prevalence of raiding Native American 
tribes that had mostly isolated the 
province, its proximity to the rebel-
lious Texas, and its distance from the 
Mexican capital city.3 However, the 
first real purpose of the expedition was 
the capture of California, preferably by 
the autumn of 1846. Marcy refrained 
from making the timeline explicit but 
mentioned the president’s “cherished 
hope” that Kearny “should take military 
possession of that country as soon as it 
can be safely done.” Further, Kearny 
was to travel to California without the 
1,000 Missouri volunteers that Marcy 
had authorized. Second, after gaining 
military possession of the territories, 
Marcy directed Kearny to “establish 
temporary civil governments therein; 
abolishing all arbitrary restrictions that 
may exist, so far as it may be done with 
safety.” Kearny was not only to occupy 
the land, but he was also to provide 
the framework for governments that 
would bring these conquered provinces 
into the Union. Third, while he was 
accomplishing these two positive aims, 
Marcy specifically directed Kearny not 
to disrupt trade between U.S. citizens 
and the Mexican provinces. Finally, 
while fulfilling the positive and negative 
objectives of the government, Kearny 
was to “act in such a manner as best to 
conciliate the inhabitants, and render 
them friendly to the United States.”4 

It would take substantial effort to 
accomplish these missions, but fortu-

nately Kearny understood the overall 
environment in which he was working. 
In addition to expeditions to Colorado 
and Wyoming as a young officer, Ke-
arny traveled the Oregon Trail in 1845 
and returned to Fort Leavenworth, 
Kansas, via Bent’s Fort, in present-day 
Colorado, and the Santa Fe Trail. Ad-
ditionally, Fort Leavenworth’s position 
just north of the Santa Fe Trail allowed 
Kearny to gain reports of the trail con-
ditions from travelers. Kearny knew 
the terrain, habits of the indigenous 
populations, and available resources 
in the region, and this “amply qualified 
him to act the pioneer and command-
ing officer of the expedition which he 
so successfully conducted to Santa Fe.”5 

Perhaps the most daunting element 
for Kearny’s force to overcome was 
the distance between its base and the 
objective. The straight-line distance 
from Fort Leavenworth to Bent’s Fort 
to Santa Fe to San Diego, California, is 

just over 1,350 miles. However, Kearny 
had to utilize what trails existed, so his 
task would be to move an army capable 
of imposing U.S. sovereignty a distance 
of approximately 1,910 miles. Further, 
the topography of the land would make 
the journey extraordinarily difficult. 
Lt. William H. Emory, a topographical 
engineer and later adjutant to General 
Kearny, described the country as roll-
ing prairie, giving way to high desert 
with limited vegetation as it approached 
Santa Fe. Santa Fe had so little in the 
way of vegetation or arable land that 
General Kearny remarked most of his 
mounted cavalry would become foot 
soldiers because of their inability to 
feed their horses.6 Between Santa Fe 
and San Diego, there were at least two 
routes from which Kearny could choose. 
The northern route would not be avail-
able if his forces started later than early 
October because of the danger from 
winter weather. The southern route was 
extremely rugged, but it was passable 
throughout the year and offered more 
forage for the horses. 

At the beginning of the march, 
Kearny drew troops from three differ-
ent sources. First, he had the Regular 
Army forces made up primarily of the 
First Regiment of Dragoons (hereafter 
referred to as the 1st Dragoons). The 
forerunners of the cavalry, dragoons 
were highly mobile, horse-mounted 
troops whose decisive action was a 
charge against the enemy, followed 
by the pursuit of a retreating force. 
Each man carried a rifled Hall carbine, 
a brace of pistols, a cavalry saber, a 
bedroll with eating utensils, a blouse, 

President Polk, c. 1849
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and a blanket.7 These soldiers were 
experienced in Indian fighting and in 
long marches in the western United 
States. On the road to Santa Fe, two 
companies of the 1st Dragoons, un-
der Capt. Benjamin D. Moore, took 
the lead, and three companies, under 
Capt. William V. Sumner, brought up 
the rear of the column. Additionally, 
a company from the Laclede Rangers, 
a mounted unit from St. Louis, was 
attached to the 1st Dragoons.

Second, Kearny had three different 
types of volunteers from Missouri. 

There were 800 mounted soldiers 
organized into a regiment with eight 
companies under the leadership of 
Col. Alexander William Doniphan. 
Kearny ordered muskets for the 800 
men, but only enough carbines and 
sabers for one-fourth of them. In 
addition to the varying experience 
levels between the volunteers and 
the regulars, there was also a differ-
ence in fighting styles. Dragoons, 
despite their designation, expected 
to fight mounted, but the mounted 
Missouri riflemen expected to fight 

Alexander William Doniphan, c. 1850
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10	 Army History Winter 2015

dismounted. The Army of the West 
also mustered two companies of light 
artillery from the Missouri volunteers 
with twelve 6-pound cannons and 
four 12-pound mountain howitzers, 
forming the Missouri Artillery Bat-
talion under Maj. Meriwether Lewis 
Clark Sr. Missouri volunteers also 
constituted the only infantry, in the 
form of two companies, to march 
with Kearny to Santa Fe.8

The final source of troops for the 
Army of the West was the Mormon 
Battalion. Pursued and persecuted 
because of their religious beliefs, 
the Mormons found themselves in 
western Iowa at the outbreak of war 
with Mexico. An emissary to Presi-
dent Polk convinced him to allow 
some of the Mormons to enlist in the 
Army as an expedient to move them 
out of the country and gain an oc-
cupation force in the process. Capt. 
James M. Allen of the 1st Dragoons 
was responsible for mustering them 
into service and capitalized on the 
Mormons’ desire to relocate to the 
West to persuade men to volunteer. 
Secretary Marcy authorized Kearny 
to “muster into service such as can be 
induced to volunteer; not, however, 
to a number exceeding one-third 
of your entire force.”9 Ultimately, 
400 Mormons formed the Mormon 
Battalion and marched from Fort 
Leavenworth to San Diego.

Upon arrival in California, Kearny 
expected to work closely with the 
Navy and take charge of the U.S. 
Army personnel who were there. 
Commodore John D. Sloat was in 

command of naval and marine forces 
initially, but Commodore Stockton 
relieved him in July 1846. Together 
with Capt. John C. Frémont, a brevet 
captain of topographical engineers in 
the U.S. Army, Stockton would head 
the troops that Kearny anticipated to 
direct upon his arrival in California. 
Marcy’s instructions to Kearny drove 
this expectation by stating that “the 
naval forces of the United States . . . 
will be in possession of all the towns on 
the sea coast, and will co-operate with 
you in the conquest of California.”10 
However, because of the sometimes 
difficult and often personality-driven 
nature of what today is called a joint 
operation, Kearny had to cooperate 
with and influence the naval forces 
rather than assume command and 
control. While the size of these units 
was unknown at the start of the march, 
Kearny expected additional men being 
present upon his arrival in the terri-

tory, sufficient at least to secure the 
ports in California.

Kearny could only speculate as 
to the character of the enemy force 
while he was planning his campaign. 
He had information from sources in 
and around Santa Fe that Mexican 
Governor Manuel Armijo could field 
approximately 5,000 men for the de-
fense of New Mexico. The composi-
tion and experience of that force was 
unknown, but there was a rumor that 
General Jose de Urrea was coming 
from Mexico with even more troops. 
Contrary to these rumors were indica-
tions that “a year before, the Mexican 
government had virtually abandoned 
northern New Mexico.”11 In either 
case, Kearny understood that he would 
be facing primarily volunteer infantry 

Portrait of Commodore Sloat
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11

with minimal combat training or ex-
perience. In California, because of the 
assurances of Secretary Marcy, Kearny 
anticipated minimal resistance, but 
there was no evidence to support this 
presumption.

Kearny faced a monumental prob-
lem. He needed to plan a way to con-
quer and subdue the vast expanses of 
New Mexico and Alta California while 
maintaining trade and peaceful rela-
tions with the population in order to 
fulfill the strategic objectives of the war 
and minimize the potential for future 
conflict. He had the Army of the West, 
which included five companies of the 
1st Dragoons and the 1st Missouri 
Mounted Rifles, with the 2d Missouri 
Mounted Rifles and the Mormon Bat-
talion as follow-on forces. However, he 
would confront an unknown number 
of enemy troops with assumed limited 
skill and a potentially hostile native 
populace. The strategic leaders, while 
not making it an order, strongly desired 
the acquisition of the territories to be 
completed before the end of the year, 
which gave Kearny only six months 
with which to march over 1,910 miles. 
Through all of this, Kearny had to pay 
careful attention to the terrain and dis-
tances in front of him, the impact his 
decisions would have on his mostly un-
seasoned troops, and the relationships 
he would have to create and maintain 
with the local population.

From Fort Leavenworth to Santa Fe
When Kearny received orders from 

Secretary Marcy, he was the com-
mander of the 1st Dragoons at Fort 
Leavenworth. His immediate concern 

was twofold: consolidate his Regular 
Army troops at Fort Leavenworth and 
train the new volunteers for service 
in the Army of the West. Kearny had 
begun the merger several days before 
the explicit instructions from the War 
Department arrived. In addition to the 
three companies of dragoons stationed 
at Fort Leavenworth, Kearny recalled 
his dragoons from Forts Atkinson and 
Crawford in what are now Iowa and 
Wisconsin, respectively. The Mexican 
War, while not popular in some parts 
of the country, caused mass volun-
teerism in Missouri. Kearny knew 
that he needed his regulars present at 
Fort Leavenworth as soon as possible 

to help organize, train, and equip the 
new soldiers. The volunteers who re-
ported first became the 1st Regiment 
of Missouri Volunteer Cavalry and 
elected Alexander Doniphan as their 
colonel.12 The initial accumulation of 
combat forces went well; however, un-
fortunately for Kearny, events would 
not allow the continued buildup to 
proceed smoothly.

Kearny faced several problems while 
mobilizing at Fort Leavenworth and 

General Urrea, c. 1845
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12	 Army History Winter 2015

mustering the volunteers. He received 
orders to intercept a shipment of arms 
and ammunition that was on the Santa 
Fe Trail bound for Governor Armijo. 
On 5 June 1846, Kearny dispatched 
Captain Moore with Companies C 
and G of the 1st Dragoons to overtake 
the caravan and detain all people and 
supplies traveling with it until he ar-
rived.13 He sent follow-on instructions 
demanding speed from Moore because 
an informant, a long-time resident of 
Santa Fe, “is further of the Opinion, 
from his knowledge of the Governor’s 
character, that if we can secure that 
property, we hold the governor as our 
friend and ally.” While not explicit in 
the directive to Moore, it is reasonable 
to assume that Kearny considered 
the possibility of turning the entire 
Mexican provincial government of 
New Mexico, as it currently stood, to 
the side of the United States through 
means other than overt military force. 

This would have more than fulfilled 
Secretary Marcy’s order to secure the 
territory without disrupting trade or 
inciting popular revolt.14

In case the advanced party could 
not intercept the caravan, or the loss 
of the arms and ammunition did not 
bring Armijo to the United States’ 
side, Kearny would need to have an 
armed force ready to face the New 
Mexico governor. Therefore, Kearny 
arranged for the armament and pro-
visions for the army he was training. 
As noted before, Kearny also ordered 
arms and ammunition for the volun-
teer forces, but he was also concerned 
about feeding and clothing them. He 
drafted supply wagons and teamsters 
to aid in driving the 1,556 wagons, 459 
horses, 3,658 draft mules, and 516 pack 
mules used to transport the Army of 
the West to Santa Fe.15 The journey to 
Santa Fe would be difficult, but Kearny 
made sure that his logistics would not 
unduly limit his operational reach.

In addition to the logistical arrange-
ments for the march, Kearny made 
two decisions at Fort Leavenworth re-

An etching of Philip St. George Cooke, 
shown here as a lieutenant colonel, 
that appeared in Harper’s magazine 
in 1858
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garding the composition of his forces 
that had far-reaching effects. First, he 
secured the services of an interpreter.16 
Even though the orders from Marcy 
indicated that he would supply Kearny 
with a proclamation in Spanish for 
the people of New Mexico, no such 
document ever reached him. Instead, 
Kearny had to carefully construct the 
proclamation himself and then rely on 
his interpreter to translate it for him. 
The document served as the opening 
gambit in the peaceful occupation and 
acquisition of the territory. Second, 
Kearny understood that the infantry 
needed to conduct the majority of the 
work involved in establishing a civil 
government in New Mexico. Kearny 
viewed “infantry, with their bayonets, 
as the main pillar and strength of an 
Army.” On two different occasions, he 
solicited more infantry for the Army 
of the West.17 In the second request, 
he lamented the number of mounted 
riflemen he was taking with him 
because the scarcity of forage for the 
animals around Santa Fe would likely 
result in most of these troops becom-
ing infantry as their mounts died.

Kearny’s final important decision at 
Fort Leavenworth concerned the path 
that his forces would take to Califor-
nia. Three different routes composed 
the Santa Fe Trail: the lower, middle, 
and upper crossings. Where they 
intersected the Arkansas River distin-
guished each from the others, but all 
the avenues eventually came together 
on the Cimarron River near Lower 
Cimarron Spring.18 Kearny chose to 
follow the upper crossing, also known 

as the Mountain Pass, because of the 
scarcity of resources on the other 
routes. As Capt. Philip St. George 
Cooke noted, “There is a shorter route 
to Santa Fe which passes no mountain, 
or very bad road; but this one by Bent’s 
Fort was selected as better meeting the 
needs of the expedition. The other, the 
‘Cimarone Route,’ is much more defi-
cient in fuel and has a dreaded jornada; 
while that by Bent’s Fort has in the fort 
on the frontier a quasi base.”19 The up-
per crossing route had the advantage 
of Bent’s Fort, which could serve as 
a forward base and an intermediate 
staging base for the troops. Addition-
ally, because Kearny’s forces needed 
to march at intervals that precluded 
mutual support, the upper crossing 
route offered added distance from hos-
tile forces.20 Even though the crowd-
ing of the upper crossing strained the 
available fodder along the way, this 
route provided distinct advantages 
in logistics, protection, and potential 
basing locations.

By 30 June 1846, the Army of the 
West had assembled most of its forces, 
so Kearny, now a brigadier general, 
began the march toward Santa Fe and 
California. The journey from Fort Leav-
enworth to Santa Fe allowed Kearny to 
pursue the training and discipline of 
the volunteers while safe from enemy 
attacks. The march was difficult on the 
volunteers, who learned how hard they 
could push themselves and their mounts 
after extended periods of deprivation. 
Lieutenant Emory took time “to speak 
of the excellent understanding which 
prevailed throughout between regulars 

and volunteers, and the cheerfulness 
with which they came to each others 
assistance whenever the privations and 
hardships of the march called for the 
interchange of kindly offices among 
them.”21 Kearny’s force completed the 
529-mile march to Bent’s Fort in twenty-
nine days and suffered two dead. As 
Kearny’s biographer Dwight L. Clarke 
noted, “Grueling lessons were being 
learned daily that would make soldiers 
out of these recruits.”22 In the end, Ke-
arny built a cohesive and disciplined 
team out of a hodgepodge of men.

At Bent’s Fort, Kearny consoli-
dated his army, secured the for-
ward base of operations, and took 
a significant risk. Because the line 
of operations extended along the 
upper crossing, Bent’s Fort became 
a decisive point in the campaign for 
Santa Fe. Even though it was outside 
of New Mexico, control of Bent’s 
Fort gave the Army of the West a 
place to regroup, reorganize, and 
recuperate from the long march. The 
two companies under the command 
of Captain Moore that had failed to 
intercept the enemy ammunition 
wagons bound for Santa Fe rejoined 
the Army, and the men repaired 
equipment and wagons, consoli-
dated food stores, and allowed the 
horses and mules to graze. Addi-
tionally, Kearny sent some wagons 
back to Fort Leavenworth in order to 
begin resupply efforts for follow-on 
operations.23 He gave every indica-
tion that Bent’s Fort was to become 
an intermediate base to facilitate the 
continued march toward Santa Fe.

William Bent, c. 1850
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During the three days the army 
spent at Bent’s Fort, Captain Moore’s 
men brought three captured Mexicans 
to meet with Kearny. Two of the men 
were spies, and the third, while prob-
ably also a spy, claimed to be looking 
for his wife who had been taken by 
Comanches and sold to a William 
Bent. Kearny could have ordered the 
execution of the spies and kept the size 
and composition of his force secret; 
however, he chose an alternate, and 
more dangerous, course of action. 
Capt. Henry Smith Turner, Kearny’s 
adjutant, related that, “after holding 
conversation with the Colonel and 
being permitted to walk through the 
whole camp, that our strength might 
be made known to them, they are 
liberated with permission to return to 
New Mexico, where doubtless they will 
make a full report of our strength and 
operations.”24 The spies lamented the 
fate of their republic upon their depar-
ture from Bent’s Fort and filled Santa 
Fe with exaggerated stories about the 
number and might of the U.S. forces. 
To help capitalize on the appearance 
of overwhelming strength, Kearny 
wrote a letter to Governor Armijo, 
stating, “I come to this part of the 
United States with a strong military 
force and a yet stronger one is now 
following as a reinforcement to us. We 
have many more troops than sufficient 
to put down any opposition that you 
can possibly bring against us, and I 
therefore for the sake of humanity call 
upon you to submit to fate.”25 Kearny 
weighed and accepted the risk of the 
enemy learning the size and composi-
tion of his forces in order to capitalize 
on the opportunity that the Mexican 
government and population, realizing 
the futility of resistance in the face of 
such massed combat power, would 
peacefully submit.

After the beneficial and productive 
time spent at Bent’s Fort, Kearny’s 
Army of the West began its march 
toward Santa Fe on 2 August 1846. 
The route took the force through a 
series of small towns and villages that, 
according to the instructions from 
Secretary Marcy, were to be subdued 
and “conciliate[d] . . . and render them 
friendly to the United States.” Each 
town, therefore, became a decisive 

point in the operation. Kearny could 
not leave a potential enemy in his 
rear; however, he did not have suf-
ficient forces to occupy every village 
along the way without risking being 
in a diminished state when meeting 
Governor Armijo’s reported forces. 
Kearny’s solution was ingenious. He 
marched into villages at the front of 
his army and asked for a meeting with 
the alcalde or mayor. While giving a 
strong show of force, Kearny would 
explain the benefits of annexation 
and his intention to leave the alcalde 
in power provided he swore an oath 
to the United States. After the alcalde 
took the oath, Kearny installed him 
in his office and pronounced all the 
people citizens of the United States.26 
The solution demonstrated significant 
flexibility and adaptability in meeting 
the objective of pacifying the popu-
lation while annexing the territory. 
Additionally, he understood the utility 
of violence and, more importantly, 
the threat of violence. There was no 
need to do more than show sufficient 
force in order to coerce the villagers 
into allegiance to the United States. 
Further, this took advantage of the 
limited allegiance the people had to 
Mexico because of their distance from 

the capital and the lack of support 
from that government. However, the 
oaths taken were of questionable le-
gitimacy as nothing had really changed 
in the day-to-day lives of the villag-
ers. Nevertheless, Kearny was able to 
seize Tecelote, San Miguel, and Las 
Vegas on the way to Santa Fe without 
expending valuable combat power in 
either their acquisition or retention.

By 15 August, Kearny’s force had 
arrived at Las Vegas, New Mexico, and 
received an intelligence report that 
Armijo had assembled a force of 2,000 
men in a canyon on the approach to 
Santa Fe. Armijo had placed an army 
in a nearly impregnable defensive po-
sition approximately six miles south of 
Las Vegas. However, the Mexicans’ re-
solve quickly faded. By the time Kear-
ny formed his men into a line of battle 
and advanced toward the canyon, the 
entire Mexican force had dispersed. 
Armijo and the other leaders were 
quarreling over command of the army, 
and “since the common people were 
peaceably disposed toward the invad-
ers, they had used this squabble as a 
pretext for deserting, and Armijo was 
thus left without soldiers.”27 Armijo 
fled south toward El Paso, Texas, and 
was no longer a factor in New Mexico’s 
defense. Captain Cooke hinted at the 
prevalent strain of racism, which may 
have played a role in the later stages of 
the campaign, by noting that the New 
Mexicans “became panic-stricken at 
once on the approach of such an im-
posing array of horsemen of a superior 
race, and, it appeared, over-estimated 
our numbers, which the reports of 
ignorance and fear had vastly magni-
fied.” Regardless, there were no enemy 
forces between Kearny and Santa Fe. 
He seized the city without firing a shot 
and proclaimed all of New Mexico 
annexed to the United States on 22 
August 1846.28 The first phase of the 
campaign was over.

The seizure of Santa Fe only com-
pleted half of Kearny’s objectives for 
the area; he still needed to establish a 
civil government. In order to transi-
tion to the next phase of his operation, 
Kearny had to provide for the sustain-
ment and protection of the force he 
would leave behind and set up a legal 
system for civilian governance. He 

A late nineteenth-century etching 
titled The Capture of Santa Fe, 1846
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accomplished all of this in a period of 
six weeks.29

Kearny’s first order of business was 
to consolidate the recent gains and 
ensure the army’s ability to hold the 
territory by establishing a fort. Ke-
arny’s engineers selected a low hilltop 
northeast of Santa Fe on which to 
build. The hill commanded the city but 
was beyond the range of small arms 
from the hills surrounding the town. 
Within a week more than a hundred 
people were working on what Kearny 
christened as Fort Marcy. On 19 Sep-
tember, Kearny reported Fort Marcy 
completed and capable of accommo-
dating a garrison of 1,000 soldiers. In 
addition, Kearny also visited several 
towns to the south of Santa Fe in order 
to secure the peaceful transition of 
sovereignty from Mexico to the United 
States. Kearny took the same approach 
with the towns north of Santa Fe. 
While there were some issues with the 
volunteers, Kearny’s trip during 2–11 
September demonstrated his skillful 
use of diplomacy and the efficacy of 
not using lethal force in subduing a 
population.30 

Kearny established a civil-military 
government by drawing on the talents 
of Colonel Doniphan to draft a code 
of laws and by installing government 

officials to carry on the work once 
Kearny and his men had left. Kearny 
charged Doniphan, an attorney from 
Missouri in civilian life, with studying 
the current laws of New Mexico and 
making suggestions on how they could 
be modified to conform to the Ameri-
can system and the U.S. Constitution. 
Doniphan and another lawyer, Pvt. 
Willard P. Hall, worked together and 
submitted their suggestions. Kearny 
proclaimed the laws to be in effect on 
22 September 1846.31 Also on that day, 
Kearny appointed Charles Bent as the 
territorial governor as well as installed 
a secretary, a U.S. marshal, a district 

attorney, a treasurer, an auditor, and 
three superior court justices.32 With 
these positions filled, Kearny reported 
“everything is peaceful and the future 
commander of U.S. troops here should 
only concern himself with protection 
of the people from Indians.”

From the moment that Kearny ar-
rived in Santa Fe, he began preparing 
for his follow-on march to California. 
He first assigned the route selection 
to his aide, Capt. Abraham Robinson 
Johnston. The northern route, also 
known as the Spanish Route, and 
the one recommended by Secretary 
Marcy, presented problems in terms 
of force sustainability and weather. 
Johnston knew that the route was 
subject to harsh snows and, although 
it was easily traversed by wagons, 
offered little for the mounts or pack 
animals to eat. The southern route, 
which went along the Gila River, was 
too rocky for wagons, but contained 
better vegetation.33 Therefore, the se-
lection of the route depended heavily 
on logistics and the date of departure 
from Santa Fe.

Sustainment quickly became the 
primary concern. On the march to 
Santa Fe, a lack of food for the horses 
forced the men to help pull many of 
the supply wagons up the mountain 

An undated portrait of Governor Bent
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trails; moreover, the logistical difficul-
ties often forced the men to live on half 
rations. Kearny had begun sending 
supplies from Fort Leavenworth to 
Santa Fe before the main body had 
departed, but the supply train was 
not always reliable, which led to much 
grumbling from the volunteers.34 In 
Santa Fe, conditions did not improve 
much because the quartermaster 
could not secure fresh mounts and 
the commissary was limited to Taos 
flour and salt pork, which “required a 
good appetite to relish.” Not only were 
the men in poor shape, but also most 
of the 1st Dragoons now rode mules 
or recently acquired horses. If not as 

highly regarded as horses for proper 
cavalry mounts, at least mules ate less 
than horses, were more sure-footed, 
and were more aware of events around 
them, which would be beneficial on 
the rocky trail west.35 Kearny favored 
the southern route because his mounts 
could eat even though the trail was 
inaccessible to wagons.

Nevertheless, the final determining 
factor for selecting the route was the 
timing of the march. As late as 16 Sep-
tember, Kearny reported that he did 
not know when the Mormon Battalion 
would arrive in Santa Fe. His orders 
were to proceed, if at all possible, and 
take California in the fall. The northern 

route presented an additional danger of 
inclement weather, which could delay 
Kearny from reaching California until 
the spring.36 Ultimately, Kearny was 
willing to accept the risk of exposing the 
troops and their mounts to the environ-
ment as well as the uncertainty of the 
terrain on the southern route in order 
to complete the mission by the fall.

With the route chosen, Kearny now 
needed to decide which elements of 
his forces would accompany him to 
California. He assumed that Califor-
nia would be mostly subdued and in 
the hands of the Navy, in accordance 
with the instructions he had received 
in May from Secretary Marcy.37 There-

John E. Wool, shown here as a major 
general, c. 1862
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A drawing of Kearny’s column by John Mix Stanley titled The Last Day with the Wagons

Sterling Price, c. 1847
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fore, he would not require his entire 
force to make the march, but rather 
they could stay in New Mexico to 
further secure the peace. An additional 
force of 1,000 volunteers under Col. 
Sterling Price was en route to Santa Fe, 
having left Fort Leavenworth several 
weeks behind Kearny. Kearny decided 
to take the 1st Dragoons and leave for 
California on 25 September.38 

Kearny’s eagerness to get to Califor-
nia may explain why he sent Colonel 
Doniphan’s regiment to Mexico to join 
with Brig. Gen. John E. Wool, although 
other reasons could have influenced his 
decision. First, New Mexico appeared 
to be pacified, so Colonel Price’s troops, 
only a few weeks away from Santa Fe, 
would be sufficient to maintain the 
peace. Second, Kearny knew that the 
trail to California was difficult and 
lacked good forage for the horses, but 
spacing out the column as he did on 
the way to Bent’s Fort was not pos-
sible because of the threat from hostile 
Native Americans. Furthermore, a 
large body of troops would be inher-
ently slower and entail more risk. Third, 
Kearny assumed that the operation in 
California would be similar to that in 
New Mexico since the Navy would be 
in control of the ports and seaside cities. 
Even if that assumption proved false, 
the Mormon Battalion would arrive 
shortly after Kearny, and there were 
other forces scheduled to be in Califor-
nia to support Kearny early in the next 
year.39 Fourth, there was some friction 
between Kearny and the volunteers. 
Although the new recruits held up well 
under the strains of the march to Santa 
Fe, this portion of the campaign would 
be much longer, with more difficult ter-
rain, and a scarcity of food and water. In 
addition, some of the volunteers were 
rankled by Kearny’s discipline, and he 
may not have wanted to place them in 
a position to grow more resentful of 
their service. Finally, Kearny’s sense 
of American racial superiority might 
have led him to dismiss the ability of 
the enemy to put up a strong resistance 
in the face of American military might. 
Regardless of the reasoning, Kearny left 
Santa Fe on the morning of the twenty-
fifth with 300 dragoons, 2 mountain 
howitzers, and a handful of officers. 
Captain Cooke noted that “tomorrow 

three hundred wilderness-worn dra-
goons, in shabby and patched clothing, 
who have long been on short allowance 
of food, set forth to conquer or ‘annex’ 
a Pacific empire.”40

The Conquest of California
Leaving Santa Fe, Kearny traveled 

south along the Rio del Norte (Rio 

Grande) and began the third phase 
of his operation. The first part of the 
route was familiar to the troops as 
they had traveled south to Tomé less 
than a month earlier. Their trek paral-
leled the river for approximately 225 
miles and then deviated from the river 
heading west. Their route crossed the 
Continental Divide and joined the 
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Gila River after about 150 miles. After 
a 500-mile trek along the Gila, the 
dragoons stayed near the waters of the 
Colorado River for another 40 miles 
before facing a 60-mile trip across the 
desert of California. San Diego, which 
Kearny assumed the U.S. naval forces 
controlled, was only another 90 miles 
from there. He was close to completing 
the journey some viewed as “the leap 
in the dark of a thousand miles of wild 
plains and mountains, only known in 
vague reports as unwatered [sic], and 
with several deserts of two and three 
marches where a camel might starve if 
not perish of thirst.”41

The trip itself would be rigorous as 
well as monotonous. As author Dwight 
L. Clarke points out, “Only the details 
differed from mile to mile: rough, 
rocky trail, scant grass of poor quality, 
frequent dusty stretches in the powdery 
soil resembling cold ashes rather than 
earth.”42 During the trek the column 
would be forced to transition from wag-
ons to pack mules due to the terrain.

On 6 October 1846, Kearny met 
Christopher Houston “Kit” Carson 
near Socorro, New Mexico, on the 
Rio del Norte. Carson was returning 
from California with correspondence 
from Commodore Stockton that re-
ported the conquest of California after 
a ten-day fight with Mexican forces.43 
Because of this new intelligence, Kearny 
had to decide whether to continue with 
his original plan or alter it. A problem 
with the Navajo tribe appeared to be 
escalating in New Mexico, and he was 
taking his best cavalry toward what was 
now a conquered territory. Further-

more, a smaller party could move faster 
and required less sustainment. Kearny 
decided he should change the plan, so 
he sent 200 of the 1st Dragoons back to 
Santa Fe. Carson had garnered a com-
mission as a lieutenant of U.S. Mounted 
Volunteers, so he had no recourse 
when Kearny ordered him, despite 
his objection, to join Kearny’s troops 
and serve as a guide on the trail. The 
remaining troops were to be no more 
than an escort for General Kearny to 
get to California and fulfill his orders.44

Four days after Carson joined the 
dragoons heading west, Kearny de-
cided to abandon the wagons and 
switch to pack mules. Carson had 
been complaining about the slow pace 
caused by the wagons. The route had 
been extraordinarily difficult on the 
men and equipment, and reports were 
that conditions worsened farther on 
the trail. Kearny ordered the march 
to halt and wait for pack animals. The 

only wheeled vehicles that Kearny kept 
were the gun carriages mounting two 
mountain howitzers.45 Interestingly, 
Kearny’s aide, Captain Turner, as-
sumed that the howitzers were going 
back with the rest of the wagons. At 
some point, though, the decision was 
made to bring the howitzers along 
despite the difficulties the wagons had 
already faced. Author William Perkins 
argued that “the backbreaking toil and 
the expenditure of mules involved in 
getting these guns down the Gila River 
sealed the fate of the 1st Dragoons and 
contributed heavily to their losses at 
San Pasqual.”46 While it is impossible 
to judge how much transporting the 
mountain howitzers contributed to the 
forthcoming casualties at San Pasqual, 
it can be concluded that the extra effort 
expended to get them there took a toll 
on an already exhausted unit.

It took nearly two months for Kear-
ny and his escort to get to California; 
he encountered a significantly differ-
ent environment than he expected 
once he arrived. During the march, 
there were various encounters with 
Indians, traders, and Mexicans. The 
recurrent theme of these events was 
Kearny’s attempt to get fresh mounts 
for his troops. On 22 November, 
Lieutenant Emory reported that 
most of the men in the column were 
on foot, and even General Kearny 
resorted to use of his mule because 
his horse could no longer stand. Ad-
ditionally, news was reaching Kearny 
from California that the declaration 
of a peaceful annexation might have 
been premature.47 

Governor Pío Pico, c. 1858
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Commodore Stockton had accom-
plished the initial conquest of Califor-
nia easily because the governor of Alta 
California (Upper California), Pío Pico, 
and the military commander of Mexican 
forces, General José Castro, decided they 
could not mount a successful defense. 
However, Stockton’s brief administra-
tion of the territory was inept and cruel, 
and the people rose in revolt against 
the American occupation within a few 
weeks. Ironically, the Californios (native 
Californians of Mexican decent) forced 
the Americans out of Los Angeles the 
same week that Kearny left Santa Fe. 
When Kearny reached Warner’s Ranch, 
northeast of San Diego, on 2 December 
and requested that Stockton send a party 
to open up communication with him, he 
learned that the American forces only 
held the ports of San Diego, Monterey, 
and San Francisco. Kearny remained 
at Warner’s Ranch for a day to rest his 
forces then resumed the march to San 
Diego on 4 December.48

On 5 December, in the midst of 
a driving rain, Kearny’s men made 
contact with Capt. Archibald Gillespie 
of the United States Marine Corps. 

Gillespie was still a lieutenant in the 
Marine Corps, but Stockton had com-
missioned him a captain in the Cali-
fornia Battalion. On that day, he was 
commanding a party of thirty-five men 
and one 4-pound artillery piece. While 
the additional men were a welcome 
sight, Gillespie brought much-needed 
intelligence about the operating en-
vironment into which Kearny now 
entered. The Californios had a force of 
approximately 150 troops about nine 
miles from Kearny’s present location. 
In a letter, Stockton urged Kearny, 
“If you see fit, endeavor to surprise 
them.” Subsequently, Kearny sent out 
a scouting party that found the enemy; 
however, the enemy also discovered 
Kearny’s forces and went on the alert.49 
Upon the scouts return around 0200 on 
6 December, Kearny decided to attack.

After saddling up at 0200, the 1st 
Dragoons traveled the nine miles 
toward the enemy camp.50 Kearny 
stopped at the top of San Pasqual Hill, 
which was about a mile and a half 
south of the Californios’ camp. It had 
been raining for several days, and a 
fog covered the valley in the predawn 

hours. Captain Johnston was in the 
lead with twelve dragoons on the best 
horses available. Kearny followed in the 
second line with about fifty dragoons 
under the command of Captain Moore. 
These men were on the mules that had 
survived the journey from Santa Fe. 
Behind that second line of dragoons, 
Captain Gillespie led his troops. Kearny 
placed the two mountain howitzers and 
the gun crews next, deploying his entire 
command in depth. The remainder of 
the men and the baggage stayed in the 
rear. Kearny and his men could see the 
Californios, commanded by General 
Andrés Pico, mounted and prepared to 
receive a charge.51 Nevertheless, Kearny 
ordered an advance. 

After descending the hill, the rid-
ers deployed into combat formation 
and began their approach. When the 
dragoons reached about a mile away 
from the camp, they encountered two 
forward guards of Californios. Here, 
the historical record becomes less 
clear. Some reports claim that Kearny 
ordered a trot, but Captain Johnston 
misunderstood and directed a charge. 
The Cavalry Tactics manual of 1841 

The Battle of San Pasqual by Col. Charles H. Waterhouse
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cites very specific instructions on how 
to execute a charge. About 180 paces 
from the enemy, the commander gives 
the order to trot, followed 60 paces 
later by the direction to gallop, and 
the command to charge is given after 
another 80 paces. In the end, the com-
mander’s instructions to charge oc-
curred after two previous, incremental 
increases in the rate of advance and 
then only 40 paces from the enemy. 
The manual clearly states that “the 
charge in line . . . should be as short as 
possible, so as to arrive in good order, 
and without fatiguing the horses.”52

Others argue that Johnston initiated 
the charge in response to the enemy’s 
advance guard retreating to alert its 
commander. This seems nonsensical 
because tactics at the time directed “as 
soon as any confusion is observed, it 
is necessary to have and recommence 
the movement.”53 Johnston’s decision 
violated tactical practice without suf-
ficient justification to do so. Regardless 
of motivation, the first line of the U.S. 
force began a charge approximately 
one mile from the enemy.

The advance line of dragoons arrived 
well ahead of its support and on tired 
horses. Further, the Californios carried 
lances, which had a significant reach 
advantage over the cavalry saber car-
ried by the dragoons. The U.S. forces 
suffered heavy casualties but were 
able to drive the enemy fighters from 
the field after the 4-pound artillery 
piece fired canister into them. After 
collecting the U.S. dead and wounded, 
which numbered nearly a third of the 
total force and included a severely 
wounded General Kearny, the rem-

nants of the Army of the West camped 
near the battlefield. On 7 December, 
the dragoons fought in a minor skir-
mish against the Californios with no 
American casualties. After taking a 
hill south of San Pasqual, Kearny had 
to transition to the defense because of 
the state of his weakened force and the 
wounded, who were in no condition 
to travel. On the night of 10 Decem-
ber, after three days deployed in the 
defense of Mule Hill, 200 troops from 
San Diego relieved Kearny. The Battle 
of San Pasqual ended early the next 
day when the Californios, realizing 
the Americans had received reinforce-
ments, withdrew, and Kearny led his 
forces into San Diego.

While the issue about the tactics 
used in the battle continues to inspire 
debate among historians, the decision 
to engage the enemy in the first place 
raises interesting questions. Kearny’s 
determination to attack makes sense 
in light of his original orders. Secretary 
Marcy had directed Kearny “to con-
quer and take possession of . . . Upper 
California.”54 The defeat of General 
Andrés Pico and his men would aid 
substantially in achieving that objec-
tive. Moreover, Stockton’s letter ad-
vising assault also encouraged him to 
make quick work of the Californios. 
Additionally, the defeat of the enemy 
formation would prove to be a decisive 
point in the campaign. The force of 
Californios represented a major source 
of strength for the enemy both mate-
rially and psychologically. If Kearny 
could beat them at the end of a rigor-
ous march from Santa Fe, he would 
have gained a significant advantage in 

reducing the size of his opposition and 
bolstering his reputation. By choos-
ing to face the enemy at San Pasqual, 
Kearny could dictate the tempo of the 
campaign, rather than waiting for the 
enemy to move forward and set the 
pace of battle. For some time he had 
been in search of better mounts for his 
troops. With the possibility in front of 
him that he could obtain the enemy’s 
horses, Kearny reasoned that attack-
ing presented the best opportunity.55 
Finally, Kearny may have believed that 
seizing the initiative would allow him 
to disguise how weak his forces really 
were. A successful fight could decrease 
the risk of having to face larger forces 
in the coming days. Given the afore-
mentioned reasons Kearny had for 
engaging the Californios, it may appear 
that bad luck, or a misinterpretation of 
battlefield orders, caused the 1st Dra-
goons’ misfortune; however, a further 
examination of the situation reveals 
that Kearny could have anticipated, 
with greater accuracy, the outcome and 
consequences of the battle.

Some of the reasoning Kearny pre-
sented in his report operates from 
the assumption that the battle was 
unavoidable. A map of the area drawn 
by Lieutenant Emory showed only one 
road between the American forces and 
San Diego. However, Emory also noted 
that “we were now on the main road to 
San Diego, all the ‘by-ways’ being in our 
rear.”56 Kearny might have retraced his 
steps and sought a detour around Pico’s 
force, but that would have risked leav-
ing the enemy behind him. Moreover, 
now that Kearny was in hostile terri-
tory, obtaining fresh and able mounts 

A sketch by John Mix Stanley of San Diego as it looked upon Kearny’s arrival
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became a key objective for his force. 
Although Dwight Clarke dismisses 
the possibility, it may have been that 
Kearny was also eager to engage in a 
battle after a long march, and both Kit 
Carson’s and his own experience in 
New Mexico reinforced his low estima-
tion of the enemy.57 Ultimately, Kearny 
may have been able to avoid the fight, 
but given his tendencies, training, and 
interpretation of his orders, his pursu-
ance of combat was the obvious course.

Kearny’s decisions, and subsequent 
events, demonstrated some errors 
of judgment in his tactical arrange-
ments and their place in his pursuit 
of strategic objectives. His poor situ-
ational awareness regarding events 
in California compounded Kearny’s 
erroneous estimation of the fluid 
strategic context during his campaign. 
His misjudgments resulted in nearly 
disastrous consequences for the Army 
of the West and put the United States’ 
plans for conquest and empire in 
peril. First, as seen above, the battle 
was arguably unnecessary. Second, 
the operating environment disadvan-
taged Kearny. The wet weather of the 
past several days rendered the army’s 
carbines nearly useless because water 
had fouled the cartridges. The carbine 
was not the primary weapon during 
a horse charge, but Kearny was also 
attacking before the sun had come up 
over unfamiliar terrain without any 
prior reconnaissance, which gave the 
advantage to the enemy. Third, he was 
unaware, or possibly misinformed, 
about the character of the threat. The 
Californios were on fine horses and 
were skilled riders.58 Further, they car-
ried lances that had significantly greater 
reach than his cavalry sabers. Also, the 
element of surprise was lost because 
Pico’s men were already mounted and 
prepared. Fourth, Kearny overesti-
mated or misused his friendly forces. 
Unfamiliar with Captain Gillespie and 
his men, Kearny chose to employ them 
as flank protection in the fourth line of 
his attacking force. In addition, he did 
not utilize his artillery to prepare the 
battlefield and attempt to scatter the 
enemy before his charge. Moreover, 
the march had exhausted Kearny’s 
men and their mounts. Finally, Kearny 
culminated at San Pasqual because he 

had overextended his supply chain. 
Two weeks after he left Santa Fe, sup-
ply wagons crowded the streets of the 
city. Had Kearny waited to start the 
journey, he might have been in better 
shape when he transitioned from wag-
ons to pack animals. His prioritization 
of speed resulted in a poorly prepared 
force facing an underestimated enemy 
in a disadvantageous operational en-
vironment.

General Kearny arrived in San Diego 
on 12 December 1846, but fulfilling 
his orders would not be a simple task. 
The first problem Kearny encountered 
was a question of command authority. 
Stockton was the commander of the 
naval and Marine forces in California. 
There were no provisions for what today 
would be considered a joint operation as 
the Navy and Army recognized different 
chains of command. Collaboration and 

cooperation between Navy and Army 
forces tended to depend greatly on the 
personalities of the commanders, and 
Stockton was flamboyant, cavalier, and 
self-serving. Kearny refused the com-
mand Stockton offered him upon his 
arrival but soon afterward would regret 
that judgment as Stockton made some 
questionable planning decisions for the 
reconquest of California. Correspon-
dence between the two became heated, 
with Kearny sending Stockton copies 
of his orders that showed his author-
ity to assume military command and 
governorship of the territory.59 Stockton 
argued that, because Kearny’s orders 
read “should you conquer” California, 
his authority to become military com-
mander and governor was nullified 
when Stockton conquered it. The sub-
sequent loss of all of California except 
three cities was merely a minor setback 
that had no bearing on the matter.60 The 
conflict between the two carried on for 
over a month. In the end, Kearny wrote 
to Stockton that to prevent trouble he 
would “remain silent for the present, 
leaving with you the great responsibil-
ity of doing that for which you have 
no authority and preventing me from 
complying with the President’s order.” 
Fortunately, the march to Los Angeles 
went extremely well, although it suffered 
from a confusing command structure 
with Kearny as leader of the expedi-
tion and Stockton as the commander 
in chief.61

Los Angeles, as the capital of Califor-
nia, was the objective of the campaign 
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for two reasons. First, it was a decisive 
point in the conquest of the territory 
because it served as the base for the 
enemy forces under General José María 
Flores. Second, Capt. John C. Frémont 
was in command of a force of Cali-
fornian volunteers somewhere to the 
north of Los Angeles, and they were 
making their way southward toward 
the city. Neither Kearny nor Stockton 
knew the size or location of Frémont’s 
forces; therefore, Flores in Los Angeles 
represented a threat to Frémont unless 
Kearny could rendezvous with him.62 
To effect this concentration of forces, 
Kearny would have to move against 
Los Angeles. 

On 28 December 1846, Kearny as-
sembled his troops to begin the march 
to Los Angeles. Kearny reported that 
he “left San Diego with about five 
hundred men, consisting of sixty 
dismounted Dragoons under Captain 
Turner, fifty California Volunteers and 
the remainder of Marines and Sailors, 
with a Battery of Artillery.” The trek 
was about 135 miles and would cross 
several rivers on the way. General 
Flores calculated that his best chance 
to stop the Americans would be during 
one of the river crossings.63 The first 
opportunity for an engagement came 
eleven days after Kearny left San Diego 
on 8 January 1847.

Kearny faced a portion of the San 
Gabriel River that ran roughly north to 
south. The Californios organized their 
forces on the west side of the river with 
“a bank fifty feet high, ranged parallel 
with the river, at point blank cannon 
distance, upon which he posted his 
artillery.”64 Kearny formed his men 
into a line of battle and, despite artillery 
fire, crossed the river. The American 
artillery battery traversed the river and 
silenced the Californios’ artillery rather 
quickly.65 While the artillery dueled, 
the infantry crossed the river and then 
charged the enemy’s position. Almost 
simultaneously, the Californios struck 
the American left flank, but the sail-
ors and marines repelled them easily. 
As the enemy retreated, Kearny was 
unable to pursue because he lacked 
cavalry. The two forces then camped 
within sight of each other, but Flores 
eventually withdrew under the cover 
of darkness.

The next morning, Kearny resumed 
his advance. Because the Californios 
had the advantage of mobility with their 
cavalry, Kearny arranged his forces es-
sentially in a square, which the sailors 
and marines called a “Yankee corral,” 
with the front and rear ranks in line 
of battle, the two wings in column, 
and the baggage and wagons in the 
middle. Leaving the San Gabriel River, 
the troops pushed across a wide mesa 
toward the Los Angeles River. After 
five to six miles, Flores’ troops, which 
were on a hill to the north and west of 
the direction of march, opened artillery 
fire on the Americans. Kearny directed 
his forces to “incline a little to the left to 
avoid giving Flores the advantage of the 
ground to post his artillery.”66 The fire 
had little effect on Kearny’s men. The 
Californios mounted an attack on the 
American left flank, but several shots 
from American artillery dispersed the 
charge. Lieutenant Emory noted that 
the enemy made an orderly retreat, 
which gave the indication that the re-
sistance would continue. However, the 
next morning, representatives of the city 
came forth with an offer of surrender. 
General Flores fled to the north but 
turned his command over to General 
Andrés Pico, who negotiated a peace on 

13 January 1847 with Captain Frémont 
in the Treaty of Campo de Cahuenga. 

The Mexican defeats at the Battles of 
Rio San Gabriel and La Mesa signaled 
the conclusion of organized resistance to 
the American occupation of California. 
Kearny’s march ended in victory with 
the annexation of California and the 
achievement of his objectives. With the 
exception of San Pasqual, Kearny had 
arranged his tactical actions in pursuit 
of the strategic directives articulated by 
Secretary of War Marcy. Kearny would 
have a much publicized feud with Fré-
mont and Stockton, but this was a minor 
distraction from his governing of the 
new territory. Less than five months 
later, Kearny began the long trip back 
to Fort Leavenworth with a small party, 
which included Captain Frémont, who 
was on the way to his court-martial trial 
for mutiny against Kearny.

Conclusion
Kearny had led the Army of the 

West from Fort Leavenworth to Santa 
Fe and finally to San Diego, annexed 
New Mexico without firing a shot, and 
gained the territory of California for the 
United States. During the seven months 
of the campaign, Kearny commanded 
formations ranging in size from several 
thousand to only a hundred. The first 
battle of the war for Kearny was a Pyr-
rhic victory at San Pasqual, but Kearny 
recovered and led a large force in a 
successful operation against a prepared 
enemy force. 

Kearny’s expedition acted directly 
against the enemy strongpoints, or 
centers of gravity, while shaping the 
operational environment through non-
combat actions and providing for the 
sustainment of his troops. He arranged 
tactical actions on the approach to Santa 
Fe and California while integrating with 
the other U.S. armed service forces in 
order to apply the correct level of lethal-
ity for the annexation and pacification 
of the territories. His army advanced 
on a single line of operation and man-
aged not to deplete or overstretch the 
logistical capabilities of the Santa Fe 
Trail between Leavenworth and Bent’s 
Fort. After concentrating there, Kearny 
pacified the towns on the way to Santa Fe 
with minimal force while leaving the ad-
ministrators in office. Governor Armijo 
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and his men chose to flee rather than 
fight, and Kearny was able to complete 
the annexation of New Mexico with-
out confrontation. After establishing a 
friendly civil government in the terri-
tory, Kearny split his force. He sent 1,000 
volunteers under Colonel Doniphan 
south to Chihuahua to support General 
Wool, ordered another 1,000 volunteers 
under Colonel Price to remain in New 
Mexico as an occupation force, and led 
300 regulars toward California. As he 
gained intelligence about the situation in 
California and in New Mexico, Kearny 
sent two-thirds of his regular force back 
to Santa Fe and proceeded to California 
with only a hundred men. On arriving in 
California, Kearny fought an extremely 
costly battle at San Pasqual and required 
troops from the Navy to supplement his 
force. He then reconstituted, integrated 
his troops with the naval land forces, 
led a joint force in two more battles, 
and defeated the enemy in California. 
Kearny understood the end state and 
conditions required by his directives 
and visualized the decisive points of local 
governments along his approach route. 
Additionally, his actions demonstrated 
a consideration of his problem of opera-
tional reach and acceptance of certain 
risks. The combat losses at the Battle 
of San Pasqual often overshadow the 
success of the overall campaign. While 
Kearny made a poor decision to engage 
the Californios at San Pasqual, the opera-
tions on either side of the battle revealed 
a brilliant military mind coordinating 
complex actions across the expanse of 
a continent.

Editor’s Note
The managing editor would like to thank the 

staff of the Command Museum, Marine Corps 
Recruit Depot, San Diego, for providing the 
image of the painting The Battle of San Pasqual 
by Col. Charles H. Waterhouse.
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CMH STAFF RIDES
The U.S. Army Center of Military History (CMH) develops and leads staff rides for U.S. Army 
groups, with priority going to the Headquarters, Department of the Army, staff. The Center 
also provides staff rides for other official government agencies and departments, including the 
Department of Defense, the U.S. Congress, the Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps, as well as 
international visitors and guests of the U.S. government.

Staff rides are available for the following battles:

To request a staff ride, please contact CMH at  
usarmy.mcnair.cmh.mbx.staff-ride@mail.mil.

PDF versions of all CMH staff ride guides and 
briefing books are available for download here,  
http://history.army.mil/srides.html.

Ball’s Bluff

Gettysburg

Antietam

Spotsylvania

Chancellorsville

Second Bull Run

Wilderness

Fredericksburg

First Bull Run
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