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Henry Beebe Carrington was born in Wallingford, Connecticut on March 2, 1824, a stanch Abolitionist, Yale educated with a 
law degree, a professor of Natural Science and in Greek studies, a writer of history; in essence a well educated and 
accomplished man. In 1848, he removed to Columbus, Ohio and entered into a partnership with William Dennison, Jr. in a law 
firm in that city. 

In 1854, Carrington began to help establish the Republican Party in Ohio, while forming an interest in the military, eventually 
using his close friendship with Governor Salmon P. Chase in obtaining an appointment as that state’s Judge Advocate General 
in 1857. The following year he advanced once again to become the Adjutant General of Ohio with the charge of reorganizing 
their militia. After the bombardment of Fort Sumter off Charleston, S.C., Brigadier General Carrington raised the first twenty-
six volunteer regiments to serve the Union from Ohio. 

With the knowledge of the expansion of the U.S. military establishment, and the formation of new regular army regiments, 
Henry Carrington once again used his political connections to garner a command. With the new Governor of Ohio, William 
Dennison, Jr., as his old law partner, and his friend and prior governor Salmon P. Chase, now a member in the Lincoln cabinet, 
gaining the Colonelcy of the 18th United States Infantry in 1861 was a fait accompli. 

            The new colonel of the 18th 



An interesting occurrence took place in July of 1861, with Washington embroiled in war preparations, as the resplendent 
Carrington in his new uniform approached the Commander-In-Chief of the Army, William W. Halleck, newly checked into 
Willard’s Hotel. Colonel Carrington had been dispatched with the orders to inform Halleck that the Secretaries of State, 
Treasury and Navy would be arriving at his (Halleck’s) address at 10 AM that morning to escort him by carriage to the 
Soldier’s Home to meet with President Lincoln. When Carrington first approached his commander, Halleck noticed the 
oncoming officer sporting the brilliant infantry horn insignia on his Hardee hat, with the number 18. Unbeknownst to Halleck 
who was clueless of the increase in regiments, began to berate Carrington, “What 18th Regiment?” 

 
Officer's Hardee Hat insignia 

The colonel tried to inform the General of the validity of his commission and the existence of said regiment, which was met 
with what would become a legendary remark throughout the 18th, “There is no such regiment, and when I reach the War 
Department, you will lose those straps or go into arrest.” With proper military comportment, a heated Carrington, no doubt red 
faced, transmitted his orders, and with duty done, wheeled round and left the Willard. One has to wonder if this affront would 
act as the first of many an omen to bring into question Carrington’s life long battle to hold intact his reputation as an excellent 
and effective officer in the United States Army. 1 

The qualities of Henry Carrington the officer are many. There was never any question of his being a Christian gentleman, an 
organizer, engineer, and constant (if not too much so) micro-manager. His thoroughness was witnessed in his abilities to 
organize and train his regiment; nearly filling the three battalions that would bring the 18th to full strength and prepared for war. 
Apart from his qualities the next move, in the opinion of most, was the cataclysmic decision to never lead his command into 
combat. 

Perhaps all this might be forgiven, doubtful for many, most assuredly, for while in his safety, the regiment in two plus years 
was reduced to a glorified detachment. A regiment, who had assembled one of the most impressive records of any during of the 
Civil War, never saw even the hem of Carrington’s frock. Privates who enlisted in 1861, through experience and attrition 
became the core of the unit, moving constantly upward through the ranks to fill the constantly vacant positions of command. 
Many of those privates donned the stripes of sergeants, first sergeants, and sergeant majors. All bore the ugly scares of battle, 
physical and psychological, and many would eventually hold commissions as officers and gentlemen, serving their country 
without a whimper. All gallant men bearing up under the carnage and pressures of war, all along probably not giving much 
thought to their absent colonel. 



Officers and men enduring together the hardships, and the suffering of the bloody mess that is war, could only view as 
cowardice their colonel taking other politically infused assignments, and not standing with them in the precipice, remaining 
instead, in relative safety so distant from his first responsibility to the regiment….to them. This was the rift that would create a 
chasm, ever widening; now the negative qualities of Henry Carrington would begin to mount. The newly donned armor of ’61 
would begin to show the flaws of an officer unable to cope with the responsibilities of commanding men in battle, 
circumstances that would truly test even the battle hardened officer. 

But when Colonel Carrington volunteered his regiment to be the first regular army unit to reclaim the duty in the territories 
from state volunteers and ex-confederates known as Galvanized Yankees, a dubious authority attached itself to the esprit de 
corps bravely won in battle,  a wound that would not allow the regiment to truly heal. Henry Beebe Carrington had just become 
the most recognizable mistake in what would become one of the United States Army’s worst incidents in its long history. 

 
Chief Red Cloud 

Call it a black comedy, or magnificent saga, Henry Carrington during Red Cloud's War may have been the lead actor, but many 
others vied for the best supporting role. If anything could go wrong it did. If Carrington might be considered the Jonah in the 
saga that culminated into the Fetterman Massacre, a horrid tragedy devouring human lives spanning two years on Wyoming’s 
Bozeman Trail, then each miniscule event would ultimately highlight the evidence, pointing to his complicity. Although 
largely to blame for the multiplicity of errors, his largest mistake of neglecting his regiment will always be his first. 

Despite Courts of Inquiry, personal interviews with important government officials, the public outcry for answers regarding his 
actions as commander of the Mountain District where so much trouble rained down on so many, and the hatred and disrespect 
from his own officers long after the story should have died, Carrington worked feverously to exonerate himself from actions 
centering around the Fetterman Massacre. 

 
Margaret Carrington’s Published Journal 



With his first wife’s (Margaret, who died in 1870) journal which he published in 1878 with much of it expanded with his views 
and minute details, went through seven editions, each with new information for the public to digest and perhaps accept his 
story as gospel. Years after the death of Margaret, Henry married Frances Grummond, the widow of Captain George 
Grummond, another officer who perished with the Fetterman detachment (and viewed as one who’s actions were the possible 
contributing factors in that day’s affair), who also kept a journal, and again Carrington used the new one to yet further 
substantiate his claims. 

Many officer’s and other witnesses to the events of those fateful days on the Bozeman Trail wanted to support their brother 
officers lost, but were powerless to refute the words of ladies, especially in Victorian times as it was something rather 
distasteful for a gentleman to engage in. Any attempt could very well damage his own good reputation, and damage a righteous 
cause. Other writers in later times would recount Red Cloud’s war, further muddying the truth and focusing the blame on 
Fetterman who was unable to speak for himself.  It is believed that the author of Indian Fights and Fighters, by Cyrus 
Townsend Brady, established the falsehood that Captain Fetterman uttered the words, “Give me eighty men and I can ride 
through the whole Sioux Nation.” The number used wasn’t prophesying on the part of the good captain, but the fateful number 
of lost soldiers with him, and later used to fortify the belief that Fetterman the braggart got what he deserved. That very lie, not 
only further soiled a good officer's name, but sent history into a tailspin that now has been reined in some. 

 
ABSARAKA Title page 

In recent times, historians are more open to examine this historical event without prejudice. The unbelievable numbers of 
events that make up this debacle make this, in my estimation, one of the great-unsolved mysteries of our nation’s history. The 
compelling factors, as always are the unknowns. To do this story justice, each day has to be dissected in minute detail; the story 
is that complex. This brief story about Henry Carrington of mine is enough to chew upon for a time. 

Like organizing the pieces of the puzzle, I will get to more of the story soon. 

 
General Carrington's 1859 Presentation sword and revolver 



 

For me, a collector’s dream occurred this past weekend (June 25, 2017 [the date of the Custer Battle in 1876]), General 
Carrington’s presentation Colt 1851 revolver in my collection was reunited with it’s companion, a presentation sword, both 
given to then Brigadier General Carrington on December 6th, 1859. Both were presented to him when the Adjutant General of 
the State of Ohio, by his officers. The new acquisition, along with the revolver each bear the scars of another omen perhaps, a 
fire that claimed a good number of personal items belonging to the colonel and his family just prior to the regiment’s departure 
from Fort Kearney, Nebraska Territory on May 19th, 1866 en route to Absaraka (Home of the Crows). 

With preparations nearly completed, the regiment was ready to leave in a few days prior to the 19th, a wagon and ambulance 
for the use of the Carrington’s household belongings were largely packed; only the contents of the attic remained to be loaded. 
A defective flue caused the fire, and besides their quarters, chairs, bedsteads and mattresses were reduced to cinders. Also 
among the lost possessions were the colonels presentation sword and ’51 Navy revolver, along with other large handguns that 
Jimmy Carrington, the eldest son, described “as a mad scramble to save a few things, but especially the rapid popping of big 
army revolvers that the fire had set off.” 

Now as I look at the both pieces simultaneously, with the fire having left its mark on the surfaces of the sword, and the charred 
grips of the revolver, I can’t help but feel a sense of loss that Carrington himself felt. A presentation arm in the military is a 
distinction of great respect and esteem that fellow soldiers bestow on their recipients; a lasting tribute for a lifetime, and for 
generations to follow. These meaningful martial objects would surely not be left in storage back east, but would accompany the 
soldier to his duty stations, probably displayed on the wall for guests to view, or at the very least, close by for the soldier to 
have a sentimental look back at a former cherished event in a memorable career. 

The saddest thing of all for Carrington, the “mad scramble” that son Jimmy had described no doubt was the cause for the sword 
to be trampled, and forever left broken in two. Over the years, the lower part of the sword and scabbard has become lost or 
discarded.  Maybe one day the missing section might be rediscovered, but what can change History’s harsh, but honest 
judgment about a commanding officer never to serve in the field with his regiment. Seemingly out of harms way, he takes the 
regiment west only to be hurled into an unsuspected conflict with a merciless foe, lacking the experience of combat, and having 
no respect from the men he commands. 

A broken sword in many cultures takes on various meaning, in legend, myth or reality. Tendering a sword to an enemy has the 
stench of capitulation, a very distasteful affair for a soldier.  An accidental braking may not have such severe consequences for 
the warrior, but a career marred with questionable decisions, and circumstances might have some impact upon the conscience 
of someone like a Henry Carrington who spent a lifetime fortifying a legacy, and like his sword, would always remain 
damaged. 

 

 



 

 
"Presented to H.B. Carrington, Adjt. Genl. of Ohio on behalf of the Commissioned Officers of the Volunteer Militia Of 

Ohio, at Cincinnati, December 6th, 1859" 

 



 
'51 Navy revolver presentation, "To Genl. H.B. Carrington from Officers Ohio V. M. Dec. 6th, 1859" 

 

 
A charred right hand grip 



 

  

 
1908 Reunion of Fort Phil Kearny at Sheridan, Wyoming[/caption] 

  

 



 Further thoughts on the Carrington sword and '51 Navy.    

I finished up yesterday on this story, except for citing my end notes, and after all the recent travel and wanting to get this story 
"out there," I have had the opportunity to just sit and look at the two pieces displayed together.  I realized that the prime driving 
motivation in collecting historical objects is appreciating what they are, who owned them, where they have been.........etc.  Both 
of these pieces were held by the subject of this story....Henry B. Carrington.  Who else had held or looked at them? You can 
take this a far as your imagination will allow.  For instance, the sword was made by the Ames Sword Co., Chicopee, 
Massachusetts, just an hour from me. It was purchased by the State of Ohio, then the sword and it's mate the Colt Navy were 
engraved by the same hand, probably in Cincinnati.  The Colt was made in Hartford, not much further than a half hour 
more.  Just let your mind go, for when you get close to history you become more respectful of, and sense the power in it. 

We live in an age where history, the real history, seldom gets taught anymore. Who we are as a people is shaped by our past; 
good and bad, its there for us to study and learn from. History is always the looking glass to our future, as the individual or as a 
civilization; we never really change from generation to the next other than the technology that we use.  How can many of our 
kids think that Chernobyl is Cher's full name?  How can the American Civil War be confused with the Watts rioting of the 
1960's? Their day is spent tapping away on cell phones with the recipient of the message not more than 10 feet away at times. 
They are known as the "look down generation." Why study when Google is right at your fingertips?  Our language has been 
watered down to a few grunts and expletives in many cases to convey thought, or response.  Not much more than a century 
ago, the English language could be used to cut a person to pieces, while never leaving any visible scars, yet its effectiveness 
was just as deadly as being run through with an implement made by the blacksmith's art. Now it is difficult for kids to put 
together two coherent sentences. There is no interest in history, and very little concern for their future. 

The benefits of history can visualize quickly, or may not materialize for a generation or more. Who ever said, "Those who 
refuse to learn from history are doomed to repeat it," just didn't come up with that statement because it was perceived to be a 
cleaver phrase to convey. If history has such a major impact on our future, why are we so foolish to harshly judge events that 
occur today. Obviously, I'm not talking about events that require our immediate attention, but even then, time will instruct on 
that action taken, and the consequences of our actions back in the moment. "Hind sight is 20/20," but why wait to use it, when 
the past also holds the keys to the present. 

Wait until those of you truly hooked as I am, begin to use your sensory memory; for me recalling the smell of sage after a rain 
storm on the plains as clouds pass, and the sun once again heats up what rain had cooled just moments before. The rising 
evaporating mist caused by the renewed scorching heat, combined with the ever-present wind that flows over the prairie is a 
fabulous experience. The sage jn the air is intoxicating. Such an experience as smell is equaled by the sensation of running into 
prickly pear cactus; the sights, and sounds combine to put the meat on the bones of history. History is not a cold page read in a 
book, it is a real entity that can be experienced, and learned from. 

I can picture young Jimmy Carrington, picking up some linen on the ground near their house on fire, to allow him to handle his 
father's now broken sword, too hot to handle having been pulled from the flames. What was the look on the colonel's face when 
his son showed the burnt presentation pair? What hurt, shock did he feel, seeing his treasured possessions in such deplorable 
condition.  It wasn't the broken sword symbolism that he reflected upon. The wooden grips on the revolver with the heated char 
didn't make him think about his legacy.   No, it was the sadness to see these two cherished objects in an unnatural state. Did 
Carrington reflect in later years what symbolism I write about now? 

The colonel's presentation sword and revolver lie just a few feet away, looking very much the same as they did 151 years ago at 
Fort Kearney, Nebraska. I feel very honored to be given the charge of preserving these for future historians, as well as for those 
longing to know now about this history. 

Copyright: No copy, or parts of, or the entire article are allowed for your own publication without the permission of the 
author. 

 

	

	


