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Politics Is Up!—
Grigsby's Cowboys and
Roosevelt's Rough Riders,
1898
ROBERT L E E MATTSON»

"Patriotism is up and politics is down," proclaimed Colonel
Melvin Grigsby to an attentive crowd. "In this work all political
jealousies and personal animosities should be forgotten....
politics will not be considered."' It was 2 May 1898, and Colonel
Grigsby was addressing a throng of Sioux Falls patriots infected
with jingo fever. The United States had declared war on Spain
only a week before, and Congress had just authorized not only
Grigsby but also Jay Torrey and Leonard Wood to recruit and
command regiments of cowboys to fight the Spaniard. However,
Grigsby's bald assurance that politically-motivated partiality
would not figure in recruitment of the regiments was hypocritical
rhetoric. Political pull and pressure had been all important in obtaining congressional authorization for these regiments and
would play a major role in the decisions that would cause one of
the regiments to win immortality while the other two became lost
in obscurity. In the recruiting, equipping, and internal promo• The author wishes to express his gratitude to Professor Gary Olson and the
Center for Western Studies of Augustana College. Sioux Falls. South Dakota, for
making available primary material used in this article.
1. Otto Luis Sues. Grigsby's Cowboys. Third United States Volunteer Cavalry,
Spanish-American War: A Historical Review of the Regimentand Compendium of
Biographies of the Noted Men Comprising the Same (Salem, S.Dak.: James E. Patten, 1900K pp. 8-10.
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tions of the cowboy regiments, political influence and favoritism
would continue to play a vital role throughout the war.
The condition of the United States military at the outbreak of
the Spanish-American War provided an especially fertile opportunity for nonmilitary factors to influence military affairs. When
war was declared on 25 April 1898 (retroactive to 21 April), the
United States Army consisted of a mere 28,103 men. President
McKinley issued an immediate call for 125,000 volunteers. A
month later, he asked for an additional 75,000. As Secretary of
War Rüssel A. Alger put it, "The governmental machinery was
altogether inadequate to immediately meet the emergency."^ In
the chaos resulting from the attempt to build several invasion
forces almost from scratch, the pursuit of influence and the expression of favoritism went unchecked by the restraints and considerations regulating normal situations.
The presence and effect of political influence were immediately
apparent in the numerous attempts to gain congressional
authorization for special regiments. After the sinking of the
Maine in Havana Harbor on 15 February, proposals for the use of
cowboy cavalries began to reach the War Department.^ Among
the first to suggest such special troops was Melvin Grigsby, attorney general of South Dakota, who had gotten the idea while in
the state capital early in 1898:
Pierre . . . is a gTeat center for the cattle interests of the West and a place
where the cowboys often congregate. It was while watching these cowboys
riding their bronchos in the streets of Pierre that the idea first came to me
that these rough and bronzed riders of the plains, used to camp life in all
kinds of weather, and expert shots with rifle and revolver, would make
gallant soldiers and daring fighters, in case the government should be
drawn into war with Spain and need volunteers to be sent to Cuba. I found
upon talking with a number of them that such service would be eagerly
sought by them in case they were needed.*

After the events of 15 February, Grigsby (as well as many
another politician) "put [his] affairs in shape to go to war."^ On 23
March, he wired the secretary of war suggesting cowboy
cavalries and proferring his own services in organizing such
units.
2. Russell A. Alger, The Spanish-American War (New York: Harper Bros.,
1899). p. 7.
3. See Clifford P. Westermeier, Who Rush to Glory: The Cowboy Volunteers of
1898: Grigsby's Cowboys, Roosevelt's Rough Riders, Torrey's Rocky Mountain
Riders (Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton Printers, 1958), pp. 27-29, 39-42.
4. Colonel Melvin Grigsby to Otto Sues, 1 Aug. 1899, cited in Sues, Grigsby's
Cowboys, pp. 1-2.
5. Ibid., p. 2.
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The official reply to Grigsby's telegram was noncommittal to
the point of discouragement: "Your telegram of the 23rd instant,
addressed to the Secretary of War, has been received," it stated.
"He bids me say to you that in case such services should be required, you will be borne in mind."'' Grigsby, however, was undaunted. He traveled to Washington in mid-April to push the idea
in person. The secretary of war was not unreceptive to the principle of cowboy cavalry but felt any such units should be organized
under the auspices of the states. This did not fit Grigsby's scheme
at all. Although he and Governor Andrew Lee of South Dakota
had been elected on the same Populist ticket in 1896, the two
were bitter foes, and Grigsby knew he could expect no appointment from Lee, national crisis notwithstanding, if the states were
in charge of the cavalries. Grigsby, therefore, determined to circumvent Alger and Lee by going directly to Congress."
In the Senate, meanwhile. Senator Francis E. Warren of
Wyoming had introduced a bill for one regiment of volunteer
cavalry. This measure had been introduced at the urging of Judge
Jay Torrey of Cheyenne, Wyoming, and it was implicitly understood that Torrey would command the regiment if it were
authorized. Grigsby, bowever, was convinced that a special bill
such as Warren's had little chance of passing Congress and that it
would be easier to amend a bill that had already been passed by
one bouse. So, be enlisted the aid of Senator James H. Kyle of
South Dakota, and together they had Senator Warren called out
of the Senate Committee on Military Affairs, where the
Volunteer Army Bill was being discussed after it had passed the
House. The two South Dakotans persuaded Warren of the advisability of amending the Volunteer Army Bill rather than pursuing his special bill, and they provided him with an already
written proviso to amend to the bill. Warren returned to the committee hearings and succeeded in getting Grigsby's amendment
added to the bill." Thus, the bill, when reported from committee,
provided further, "That the President may authorize the
Secretary of War to organize companies, troops, battalions or
regiments, possessing special qualifications, from the nation at
large under such rules and regulations, including the appointment of the officers thereof, as may be prescribed by the
6. Adjutant General H. C. Corbin to Melvin Grigsby, cited in Sues, Grigsby's
Cowboys, p. 2.
7. Grigsby to Sues, 1 Aug. 1899, in Sues, Grigsby's Cowboys, pp. 2-4.
8. Ibid., p. 4; Westermeier, Who Rush to Glory, pp. 41-43.
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Secretary of War."" The House further amended the bill to
stipulate that the special soldiers thus authorized would be
limited to 3000 men. The bill in this form passed both House and
Senate. The final draft included the provision, so important to
Grigsby, that the officers of the new regiments would be appointed by federal rather than state officials. On 28 April,
Secretary of War Alger, accordingly, ordered the organization of
three regiments of volunteer cavalry "to be composed exclusively
of frontiersmen possessing special qualifications as horsemen and
marksmen, and to be designated the First, Second, and Third
regiments of the United States Volunteer Cavalry."'" Wood, Torrey, and Grigsby were named to command the respective
regiments.
How had Wood, Torrey, and Grigsby managed to obtain such
coveted commands? Hundreds of applicants sought such appointments—how had these three obtained them? They were not
chosen because of their military qualifications. While Wood was a
Congressional Medal of Honor winner, Grigsby a Civil War hero,
and Torrey had seen some prior service, none of the men had ever
held field rank. The key to this appointment puzzle is that these
men commanded political influence. Wood was the personal
physician of both McKinley and Alger and "could count upon
their friendship."" Theodore Roosevelt, named second-incommand to Wood, was assistant secretary of the navy.
Roosevelt, further, had the support of many senators and the
backing of McKinley and Secretary of the Navy John Davis Long,
each of whom, as he put it, "would help me."'^ Thus it was that
Wood, a captain in the regular army and not even a line officer
but a doctor at that, should be made colonel and given a regiment,
while Roosevelt, whose only experience was three years in the
New York militia, made lieutenant-colonel. As it was, Roosevelt
could have had the colonelcy but declined in favor of Wood.
Roosevelt modestly opined that he needed six weeks' experience
in the field before he could lead a regiment.'^ Torrey similarly
qualified for command because he was a Republican supporting
9. Grigsby to Sues, 1 Aug. 1899. in Sues. Grigsby's Cowboys, p. 4.
10. Secretary of War R. A. Alger. Memorandum, 28 Apr. 1898, cited in Sues,
Grigsby's Cowboys, p. 5.
11. Theodore Roosevelt, The Rough Riders (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,
1899). p. 5.
12. Ibid.
13. Theodore Roosevelt. Theodore Roosevelt- An Autobiography (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons. 1927), p. 218.
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the administration and had the support of powerful Senator
Warren.
The puzzle becomes more mystifying, however, in Grigsby's
case. Grigsby was a Populist, and his main support in Congress
came from Populist Senator Kyle. But, both Grigsby and Kyle
had previously been Republicans, and neither was aligned with
the arch-Populists of the R. F. Pettigrew stripe. Moreover,
Grigsby was reported to have been "but recently . . . politically
opposed to the administration,"'* indicating that he may have
tempered his politics before his appointment. Kyle, as well, had
"made a trade by which he is to support the Administration
policy, and in return is to have something to say about the
patronage."'^ By this turnabout, Kyle "got the support of Mark
Hanna," the man closest to the president's ear, and used this newly found influence to support Grigsby."' Those who were unwilling to practice such "log rolling" did not fare as well in efforts to
create special regiments. Senator R. F. Pettigrew of South
Dakota, for instance, introduced a bill providing for another
cavalry regiment beyond the three already authorized. This new
regiment was to have more officers and better equipment than
the others and was to be commanded by one of Pettigrew's
14. Sues, Grigsby s Cowboys, p. 7.
15. Senator R. F. Pettigrew to Judge Joseph Moore, 20 May 1898, R. F. Pettigrew Papers, Pettigrew Museum, Sioux Falls, South Dakota (the Pettigrew
Museum ¡s hereafter cited as PM).
16. R. F. Pettigrew to Abraham Berynton, 20 May 1898, FetUgrew Papers, PM.
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friends. But Pettigrew was a vociferous opponent of the administration and of many of his colleagues in Congress, and his special
bill got nowhere.''
After the regiments were established and commanders appointed, political influence again played a role in equipping the
three cowboy regiments. Wood and Roosevelt had superior in
fluence and, consequently, fared best. These two Washington insiders were aware of the extreme state of national un
preparedness and knew "it was all-important to get in first with
[their] demands," and Wood, "thanks to his knowledge of the
situation" (in other words to his War Department contacts and
friendship with Alger), was able to have the First Regiment
granted priority over the others,'" Roosevelt, as well, used his influence and friendship with Alger to obtain favors. It was Alger's
intervention on Roosevelt's behalf that allowed the First to obtain wagons, horses, uniforms, and other articles.'" Roosevelt further assured prompt delivery of the equipment, once consigned,
by "telegraphing [his] various railroad friends."^"
Grigsby, on the other hand, had great troubles equipping his
regiment. In part, this was his own fault. He returned to South
Dakota at once instead of remaining in Washington and harrying
the bureaucrats as Roosevelt had done. But the problems of the
Third Regiment were due to its Colonel's lack of influence as well
as to his unfamiliarity with bureaucratic procedure. Grigsby sent
in his requisitions to Washington on civilian telegraph forms that
were unacceptable to the Department of War.^' Consequently, he
did not receive his carbines until 1 July and his carbine scabbards
until 27 July.^- The political insiders of the First Regiment,
however, were allowed irregularities in requisitioning procedure.
Roosevelt was frequently refused an improper request by an official, but "in each c a s e . . . would appeal to Secretary
Alger —who helped [Roosevelt] in every way —and get an order
from [Alger] countenancing the irregularity."^-^
17. U.S., Congress, Senate, A Bill to Temporarily Increase the Army of the
United States, Senate Bill 4687, 55th Cong., 2nd sess., 31 May 1898, with notations
by Senator James H. Kyle, Meivin Grigsby Papers, Center for Western Studies,
Augustana College, Sioux Falls, South Dakota (the Center for Western Studies is
hereafter cited as CWS).
18. Roosevelt, Rough Riders, p. 8.
19. Roosevelt, Autobiography, p. 226.
20. Roosevelt, Rough Riders, p. 14.
21. James H. Kyle to Grigsby, 21 June 1898, Grigsby Papers, CWS.
22. Grigsby to Colonel F. D. Baldwin. 5 Sept. 1898, Grigsby Papers, CWS.
23. Roosevelt, Autobiography, p. 226.
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Personal and political favoritism were also apparent in the
recruiting policies of the two regiments. Much of the pressure on
Wood and Roosevelt came from their eastern friends. Roosevelt
later confessed that "Thomas Nelson Page, General Fitzhugh
Lee, Congressman Odell of New York, Senator Morgan; for each
of these, and for many others, I eventually consented to accept
some one or two recruits." The First also "drew recruits from
Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and many another college; from clubs
like the Somerset, of Boston, and Knickerbocker, of New York.""
Such men were hardly the "frontiersmen" who were
"exclusively" to compose the cowboy regiments, as specified in
Secretary Alger's original order, but their acceptance was
necessary if the First expected to continue enjoying the fruits of
preference. General Lee, Senator Morgan, and others could not
be expected to give favors where none were returned. Others
gained admittance into the Rough Riders, as the First came to be
known, through their friendship with Roosevelt. Woodbury
Kane, Roosevelt's "close friend" from Harvard, and Robert
Munro Ferguson, bis ranch partner and "friend of many hunts,"
were also taken into the regiment.^"^
The need to return favors to friends also influenced Grigsby's
recruiting policy, but the colonel's desire to improve his political
base by drawing men from across the state of South Dakota
proved to be a major influence as well. Thus, while he wanted to
give a troop command and captaincy to a man from Webster, he
wanted a lieutenancy in this same Webster captain's troop to go
to a man from Gettysburg or Aberdeen.-" He promised another
lieutenancy to the individual who could draw recruits from the
Chamberlain area.^' Applicants and their referees were quick to
play upon Grigsby's desire for geopolitical balance. A popular
figure from Lawrence County, for instance, was recommended
for a majority because his appointment would help heal political
divisions in that area.^"
Grigsby, however, was not allowed to make appointments to
the extent he would have liked. With war fever running high in
the Upper Missouri states, senators of neighboring states put
pressure on the War Department to ensure a quota of troops from
24. Roosevelt, Rough Riders, pp. 9-10.
25. Ibid.. pp. 12-13.
26. Grigsby to James H. Kyle, 4 May 1898. Grigsby Papers. CWS.
27. Grigsby to J. M. Greene, 4 May 1898. Grigsby Papers. CWS.
28. Judge Joseph Moore to Grigsby. 14 May 1898. Grigsby Papers, CWS.
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their areas; consequently, the number of troops to be contributed
by South Dakota was settled at five troops, with Nebraska (one),
North Dakota (two), and Montana (four) contributing the other
seven.^' But the colonel still maneuvered to extract the maximum
from his limited power of patronage in South Dakota. He gave
vastly preferential treatment to those who promised or delivered
support of some kind over those who were unable or unwilling to
make such promises. Only two of fifteen applicants on whom
documentation is available were accepted into the regiment. One
of these favored individuals was Grigsby's personal friend who
had assisted in recruiting. The other was strongly recommended
by Senator Henry C. Hansbrough of North Dakota, who supported Grigsby in Congress,^" In other words, the process of obtaining appointment to one of the cowboy regiments paralleled
the process by which the colonels had obtained the regiments in
the first place. Political influence was of paramount consideration
on both levels. Grigsby also practiced nepotism; he placed a son
as aide-de-camp and a cousin as assistant surgeon (not to mention
the fact that he also left a son in Pierre to hold his position as attorney general until his term expired).^'
After making itself felt in creating, equipping, and manning the
cowboy regiments, political influence continued to play an important role in determining the war functions of the regiments. Due
to the short duration of the war —it lasted only 115 days —less
than one-half of the volunteers ever left the United States.^^ Of
course, only those regiments that were able to obtain equipment
in time were eligible for the fighting. The First's superior
political power had given it priority in equipment issue, and as a
result, "no other volunteer regiment saw anything like the
fighting" the Rough Riders did." When it was decided in
Washington which of the regiments would see action, again
"what seemed to be political influence was the most potent
factor."^* Pettigrew's partisan observation that Wood's and
29. Westermeier, Who Rush to Glory, p. 70; Sues, Grigsby's Cowboys, p. 12.
30. Letters of Application and Recommendation to Grigsby Regarding Service in
Third Volunteer Cavalry Regiment, Grigsby Papers, CWS; Sues. Troop Rosters in
Grigsby's Cowboys, passim; R. W. Parliman to Grigsby, 28 Apr. 1898, Grigsby
Papers, CWS; Senator Hansbrough to Grigsby, 3 May 1898, Grigsby Papers, CWS,
31. Sues, Grigsby's Cowboys, pp. 216. 110: Doane Robinson, South Dakota, Sui
Generis. Stressing the Unique and Dramatic in South Dakota History, 3 vols,
(Chicago: American Historical Society, 1930), 3:38.
32. Alger, Spanish-American War. p. 19.
33. Roosevelt, Rough Riders, p. 8,
34. Sues, Grigsby's Cowboys, p. 42,
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Roosevelt's "pull in Washington enabled them to get their regiment sent to Cuba" is close to the mark.^'^ Even so, the Rough
Riders might never have reached Cuba and won glory had
Roosevelt not used his influence to commandeer a vessel assigned
to other troops and march his own regiment aboard. Later, off
Santiago, the Rough Riders obtained priority in disembarking
through the good will of a naval officer who had been Roosevelt's
subordinate at the Department of the Navy."'
While Wood and Roosevelt were able to contrive assignment
and passage to the front for most of their troops, Grigsby was

#

•

•

Four of Grigsby's Cowboys in camp.

not. Grigsby's Cowboys spent the war at Camp Thomas in
Chickamauga, Georgia. But their failure to see action did not
result from lack of effort. The Cowboys had been unprepared for
the assault on Cuba, but they made desperate efforts to be included in the Puerto Rican campaign. As the regimental adjutant
put it, "practically the entire congressional delegation from four
35. R. F. Pettigrew to Editor of the Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 4 Dec. 1919,
Pettigrew Papers, PM.
36. Roosevelt. Rough Riders, pp. 59-60, 70.

Copyright © 1979 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Cowboys and Rough Riders

313

Colonel Theodore Roosevelt

states was working to get the regiment into action, while Colonel
Grigsby was exerting every influence he could bring to bear to
take the regiment to the front." Moreover, "messages and letters
were sent by almost every officer who had an influential friend in
Washington."^" But, try as they might, the volunteers from the
Plains states simply could not develop sufficient pressure to obtain orders to the front.
Nevertheless, whether in Cuba or Chickamauga, political influence and personal favoritism could still play a part, and did, in
determining promotions. Roosevelt's own promotion to colonel
came when Wood was promoted to replace an ill brigadier, but
there is little double that the new colonel played favorites at the
front with his eastern friends. Woodbury Kane, Roosevelt's
friend and classmate at Harvard, and Horace Devereux from
Princeton, had enlisted as troopers but were soon promoted to
lieutenants, as were John Greenway, "a noted Yale foot-ball
player and catcher on her base-ball nine," and David Goodrich,
"for two years captain of the Harvard [rowing] crew." Then there
was John Mcllhenny, a Louisiana planter and manufacturer, who
"could have commanded any influence, social or political, he
wished." Mcllhenny's promotion came for "gallantry in action."
37. Sues, Grigsby's Cowboys, pp. 40-42.
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His enormous powers of influence, of course, had no weight in the
matter at all.^"
In Grigsby's Cowboys, attempts to obtain promotion through
political influence centered on Grigsby himself. The colonel of the
Third was made acting brigadier general on 2 June. This temporary promotion may have been strictly on the up and up,
earned through seniority or performance. The following activity
to have the promotion made permanent, however, reeked of
politically-motivated partiality. Grigsby apparently sought the
aid of Senator Kyle, for on 4 June, Kyle wrote to him that he had
"consulted Senator Carter (of Montana] and he is greatly interested in your promotion and expressed his disposition to most
heartily cooperate [sic] with me in having you promoted upon
every possible occasion."^'' Carter supported the Grigsby promotion because if Grigsby were made brigadier, Charles F. Lloyd, a
Montana man, would assume command of the regiment. Lloyd
had originally obtained lieutenant colonelcy of the regiment
through the efforts of Carter and others.'" Kyle went on to assure
Grigsby that he and Carter would "at all times do everything
possible to further your personal as well as regimental
interests,"*'
Another politician saw the situation as presenting the possibility of a quid pro quo beneficial to both Grigsby and the Republican
party. On 2 June, J. M. Greene, a former member of the South
Dakota legislature, wrote Grigsby promising confirmation of the
promotion "by a single stroke" if the colonel would change his
political affiliation from Populist to Republican. Grigsby could
then retire as a general and run against R. F. Pettigrew for Pettigrew's Senate seat. "Supposing you were a Republican," Greene
schemed, "how easy and plausible it would be for one of your
friends to go to the president or Mark Hanna and say, 'we want
Colonel Grigsby promoted to brigadier general... because he is
the most available man to defeat Senator Pettigrew for U.S.
Senate next fall,"'^ The McKinley-Hanna team had good reason to
want to unseat Pettigrew. The outspoken senator denounced administration policies, including the war with Spain, and named
Hanna a "disgrace to civilization"-" and McKinley a "fraud and a
38. Roosevelt, Rough Riders, pp. 40-41.
39. Kyle to Grigsby, 4 June 1898, Grigsby Papers, CWS.
40. Sues, Grigsby's Cowboys, p. 65.
41. Kyle to Grigsby, 4 June 1898, Grigsby Papers, CWS.
42. J. M. Greene to Grigsby, 2 June 1898, Grigsby Papers, CWS.
43. Pettigrew to Henry W. Elliot, 20 May 1898, Pettigrew Papers, PM.
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coward."*' But Greene's machinations and the Kyle-Carter influence failed. Grigsby's promotion was not made permanent.
Thus, while Teddy Roosevelt and the Rough Riders were
charging up San Juan Hill, Grigsby and his Cowboys were dejectedly polishing their boots in camp, their political influence insufficient to get them to the front or to make promotions stick.
Even though Theodore Roosevelt's personal courage and ability
cannot be denied, his political influence may have done more
toward making him a war hero tban did any of his other qualities.
Roosevelt went on to the governorship of New York and the
presidency of the United States. Grigsby, meanwhile, served in
the army until September of 1899 and then slipped quietly back
into the relative obscurity of a Sioux Falls law practice.
44. Pettigrew to H. W. Sawyer, 16 May 1898. Pettigrew Papers. PM.

Copyright © 1979 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.
Copyright of South Dakota History is the property of South Dakota State Historical Society and its content may
not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's express written
permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for individual use.

All illustrations in this issue are the property of the South Dakota State Historical Society except those on the
following pages: pp. 291, 292, 293, 313, from the Robinson Museum, Pierre; pp. 295, 301, from the Museum
of the American Indian, Heye Foundation, New York; p. 296, from the Robinson Museum and the Milwaukee
Public Museum, Wisconsin; p. 297, from the Robinson Museum and the South Dakota Historical Resource
Center, Pierre; p. 298, from the Gold Seal Company, Medora, North Dakota, and Ian M. West, Reigate,
Surrey, England; p. 299, from Fort Buford Museum, North Dakota; p. 300, from the Museum für
Volkerkünde, Berlin, Germany; p. 302, from the South Dakota Historical Resource Center; p. 305, from
George S. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory and George M. Smith, ed., South Dakota: Its History and
Its People, Vol. 5 (Chicago: S. J. Clarke Publishing Co., 1915); p. 312, from Otto L. Sues, Grigsby’s
Cowboys (Salem, S.Dak.: James E. Patten, 1900); p. 321, from the Quinn Courant, 9 Aug. 1923; pp. 329,
333, from the Sioux Falls Daily Press, 26 and 24 Oct. 1924; p. 335, from the Evening Huronite, 25 Oct. 1924;
p. 340, from Stephen R. Riggs, trans., Cante-Teca: The Pilgrim’s Progress by John Bunyan, in the Dakota
Language (New York: American Tract Society, ca. 1858); p. 355, from William Seale, Recreating the
Historic House Interior (Nashville: American Association for State and Local History, 1979); p. 375, from the
W. H. Over Museum, Vermillion.

