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The First to Fall 

By Col. Jerry R. Fry (USA Ret.) 

General Nathaniel Lyon was the first Union general killed in battle during the Civil 

War. General Robert S. Garnett was the first Confederate general to meet the same 

fate. 

That distinction alone would link their names in history. But it is only the beginning 

of their story. 

They were West Point classmates. Both came from families with military traditions. 

Both served in Florida, Mexico, and California. Both became career officers in the 

old United States Army. Twenty years after graduating together, they found 

themselves commanding forces on opposite sides of a divided nation. Both were 

badly outnumbered, both became involved in operations associated with retreats 

through mountainous country, and both died while personally attending to their 

troops. 

Even their bodies fell into enemy hands and were treated with respect before being 

returned. 

The lives—and deaths—of Robert Garnett and Nathaniel Lyon contain a remarkable 

series of parallels. 

Parallel Beginnings 

Both men came from families with distinguished military backgrounds. 

Lyon’s grandfather, Ephraim Lyon, served as an officer in the Connecticut militia 

during the American Revolution. His great-uncle, Colonel Thomas Knowlton, 

fought in the French and Indian War and the Revolution before being killed at the 

Battle of Harlem Heights in 1776. George Washington honored Knowlton the 

following day as “the gallant and brave Colonel Knowlton, who would have been an 

honor to any country.” 

Today, a statue of Knowlton stands beside the Connecticut State Capitol in Hartford. 

Military service was therefore part of the world Nathaniel Lyon grew up in. As a 

boy, he had already decided that he wanted to become a soldier and attend West 

Point.  

Garnett also descended from a family with a notable military tradition. Among his 

ancestors was the French officer General Pierre Aubry de Gouges, who had served 

in the royal guard of Louis XVI and later held senior military positions in French 

service. 
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For both young men, the profession of arms had deep family roots. 

West Point and the Making of Two Soldiers 
Garnett and Lyon graduated together from the United States Military Academy in 

the Class of 1841. 

Lyon finished 11th in a class of 52. That standing was significant. In those days, the 

graduates at the top of a West Point class generally had the first opportunity to 

choose the more desirable branches of service. Infantry duty was hard, 

uncomfortable, and often dangerous. Many cadets worked hard for a high class 

standing precisely so they could avoid it. 

Lyon had earned the right to select almost any branch, but he chose infantry anyway. 

More than that, he selected the 2nd Infantry Regiment, knowing it was serving in 

Florida during the Second Seminole War. His decision virtually guaranteed that, 

instead of beginning his career at a comfortable post, he would go directly into active 

field service. 

Once in Florida, the newly commissioned second lieutenant was given command of 

an infantry company in January 1842—only about six months after graduating from 

West Point. It was extraordinary responsibility for such a junior officer. 

For perspective, Ulysses S. Grant, who graduated from West Point two years after 

Lyon, did not receive command of a company until August 1853, when he was 

promoted to captain—ten years after his own graduation. 

Lyon had deliberately chosen the infantry and almost immediately found himself 

doing the work normally entrusted to a considerably more experienced officer. 

It was an early indication of both the responsibility the Army was willing to place 

upon him and the kind of soldier Nathaniel Lyon intended to become. 

Garnett graduated 27th and selected artillery. His first assignment took him to upper 

New York near the Canadian border. He would eventually serve in Florida as well, 

several years after Lyon, as a staff officer with the 7th Infantry. 

The two classmates were beginning careers that would repeatedly place them in 

some of the same parts of a rapidly expanding nation. 

Mexico and the Frontier 
Both men served in the Mexican War, but their experiences again reflected different 

paths. 

Garnett served primarily as an aide-de-camp to Major General Zachary Taylor. 
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Lyon remained with troops in the field. On the day he was promoted to first 

lieutenant, he was given command of a company, an assignment normally held by a 

captain. He subsequently led his men through some of the hardest fighting on the 

road to Mexico City and received a brevet promotion for his conduct in battle. He 

was wounded during the final assault on Mexico City. 

After the war, both officers served in California during the turbulent years of 

America’s western expansion. Their duties included protecting settlements and 

maintaining order on a distant and often violent frontier. 

Lyon later served in Kansas during the bitter struggle that became known as 

“Bleeding Kansas.” There he developed increasingly strong views about the 

proslavery forces operating along the Kansas-Missouri border. His overriding 

concern, however, was the preservation of the United States and the Union he had 

sworn to defend. 

By 1861, that devotion would determine the course of the rest of his life. 

Robert S. Garnett Goes South 
When Virginia left the Union, Garnett resigned his 

commission in the United States Army and entered 

Confederate service. 

He brought with him twenty years of professional 

military experience and was soon given command in 

northwestern Virginia, a rugged region whose divided 

loyalties made it particularly difficult to defend. Much 

of that region would eventually separate from Virginia 

and become the new state of West Virginia. 

Garnett faced Union forces under Major General 

George B. McClellan during the Rich Mountain 

campaign. Outmaneuvered and facing a much larger 

force, he ordered approximately 5,000 men to withdraw 

through the Laurel Mountains. 

McClellan’s forces, reported to number as many as 20,000, pursued. 

On July 13, 1861, at Corrick’s Ford, Garnett remained with his rear guard, personally 

supervising the withdrawal as Union troops pressed forward. 

There he was shot and killed. 

Robert S. Garnett, West Point Class of 1841, became the first Confederate general 

killed in battle during the Civil War. 

Robert S. Garnett (1819-1861) Civil 

War Glass Negatives - Library of 

Congress 
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Union soldiers recovered his body and treated it respectfully. It was returned under 

a flag of truce. Garnett was initially buried in Maryland and later reinterred at Green-

Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn, New York. 

His death carried an especially tragic quality because Garnett apparently understood 

the desperate nature of his situation before the retreat began. 

Southern diarist Mary Boykin Chesnut later recalled Garnett saying before leaving 

Virginia: 

“They have not given me an adequate force. I can do nothing. They have sent 

me to my death.” 

Another Confederate officer remembered him not as a doomed commander, but as 

a soldier of extraordinary potential. 

Brigadier General Edward Porter Alexander wrote that in Garnett “every trait was 

purely military,” adding: 

“Had he lived, I am sure he would have been one of our great generals.” 

He would never have the opportunity to prove it. 

Nine Hundred Miles Away 
On the very day Garnett was killed, another member of the West Point Class of 1841 

was nine hundred miles to the west. 

Nathaniel Lyon arrived at Springfield, Missouri. 

Less than a month later, he too would be dead. 

Like Garnett, he would die while commanding about 5,000 men against an enemy 

reported to be as large as 20,000. 

The similarities between their stories were about to become extraordinary. 

Nathaniel Lyon’s Problem 
Lyon had a very different personality from Garnett. Intense, energetic, and fiercely 

devoted to the Union, he had spent much of his career close to the troops he 

commanded. 

Missouri presented him with an enormous problem. 

The state was deeply divided, and Lyon believed control of Missouri was 

strategically vital to the Union. By August 1861, however, his small army at 

Springfield was threatened by a much larger Confederate and Missouri State Guard 

force gathering near Wilson’s Creek. 
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Lyon knew he could not remain at Springfield indefinitely. His supply base was 120 

miles away at Rolla, and preparations were already being made for withdrawal. 

But simply turning his army around and marching away created another danger. 

Much of the opposing force was mounted. Lyon’s army consisted largely of infantry, 

including inexperienced volunteers. If the enemy pursued aggressively, its cavalry 

could harass his column, strike his flanks, attack his wagon train, and force him to 

fight repeatedly on ground his pursuers selected. 

Lyon therefore faced a problem soldiers had confronted for centuries: sometimes the 

safest way to retreat is to attack first. 

Napoleon had expressed the principle years earlier in one of his military maxims. A 

retreat, he warned, transfers the initiative to the enemy and can cost an army more 

than battle itself. 

Lyon did not need Napoleon to tell him what twenty years of soldiering had already 

taught him. 

Before withdrawing, he would strike. 

Wilson’s Creek 
During the night of August 9–10, Lyon moved his army toward the enemy 

encampment near Wilson’s Creek. 

His purpose was not simply to fight for possession of a battlefield. His army still had 

to reach Rolla. His immediate problem was to damage and disrupt the much larger 

force facing him sufficiently to prevent it from interfering with that withdrawal. 

Lyon chose a surprise attack. 

At first light, Union troops struck an enemy in its encampment that had not expected 

them. 

What followed has gone into history as the Battle of Wilson’s Creek. But viewed as 

part of Lyon’s larger problem, the action was also a spoiling attack conducted before 

an intended withdrawal. 

And it nearly achieved more than that. 

The surprise assault threw portions of the opposing force into confusion, and for 

hours Lyon’s outnumbered troops fought fiercely. What had begun as an effort to 

strike the enemy before withdrawing came surprisingly close to producing a larger 

battlefield success. 
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Eventually, however, Lyon’s men were exhausting their ammunition, casualties 

were mounting, and their commander was dead. 

A General at the Front 
Lyon had already been wounded during the fighting. He 

remained with his troops. 

To a modern reader, a general placing himself near the 

front of a battle may appear unnecessarily dangerous. 

But Wilson’s Creek was fought in 1861, not in an age of 

radios and instantaneous battlefield communications. 

Many of Lyon’s soldiers were raw volunteers who had 

been in uniform only a short time. Officers of that era 

believed inexperienced troops drew confidence from 

seeing their commanders sharing the danger. Men who 

might otherwise break and run could often be steadied 

by the presence of experienced officers they trusted. 

There was also a practical command problem. Without 

modern communications, a commander needed to be 

where he could see what was happening, to determine where troops were wavering, 

where reserves were required, where an attack was succeeding, and where it was 

failing. 

For Lyon, personal leadership from the front was not a sudden impulse at Wilson’s 

Creek. It was consistent with the way he had soldiered throughout his career. 

The West Point graduate who had voluntarily chosen infantry, the young second 

lieutenant who had commanded a company in Florida, the company commander who 

had led troops in Mexico, and the officer who had spent twenty years serving with 

soldiers in the field was still doing what he had always done. 

He was with his men. 

While personally at the front with his troops, Nathaniel Lyon was shot and killed. 

He became the first Union general killed in battle during the Civil War. 

What Happened Afterward 
Lyon’s death did not destroy his army. 

Nathaniel Lyon (1818-1861) The 

State Historical Society of Missouri, 

Photograph  

Collection (020022) 



7 

After hours of fighting and with ammunition running low, Union troops disengaged 

and returned to the vicinity of Springfield, the place from which the operation had 

begun. 

The larger enemy force remained behind. 

The Union wagon trains and other preparations for the movement to Rolla were 

already in place. The following morning, Lyon’s army began the 120-mile journey 

through the Ozark Mountains to its supply base. 

The feared pursuit never developed. 

The army reached Rolla unmolested. 

Whatever label later generations attach to Wilson’s Creek, that sequence is important 

to understanding Lyon’s decision. His army faced the danger of retreat before the 

attack. It struck first, returned to Springfield, and then completed its withdrawal to 

Rolla without the enemy forcing another battle. 

Lyon did not live to see it. 

The Enemy Finds Lyon 
There would now be another remarkable parallel with Garnett. 

During the withdrawal from Wilson’s Creek, Lyon’s body, wrapped in a blanket, 

was inadvertently left behind. When enemy forces later discovered his remains, they 

treated them respectfully and returned them to the Union forces under a flag of truce. 

A decision was subsequently made to temporarily inter Lyon’s remains at 

Springfield. When Confederate forces entered the town, their officers extended 

every courtesy to those arranging his burial. 

Only weeks earlier, Union soldiers had recovered Garnett’s body and treated the 

fallen Confederate general with the same respect. 

Now the other side had done the same for Lyon. 

The two men had worn the same nation’s uniform for most of their adult lives. They 

had attended the same military academy and belonged to the same professional 

officer corps before civil war placed them on opposite sides. 

Even in death, the parallels continued. 

What His Contemporaries Saw in Lyon 
William Tecumseh Sherman had known Lyon long before Wilson’s Creek. Their 

paths had crossed at West Point and again during service in Florida and California. 
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After the war, Sherman remembered that beneath Lyon’s intense exterior was a side 

many people never saw. He described him not only as courageous, but as gentle and 

kind, and believed that the crisis of war had brought out the strongest qualities in his 

character. 

Sherman went much further. He believed Lyon’s early death had imposed an 

enormous cost upon the country because the Union had lost an officer possessing 

qualities desperately needed during the first years of the war. 

Ulysses S. Grant reportedly expressed a similar judgment, saying that had Lyon 

lived, he believed he would have risen to the top of the military hierarchy. 

Congress formally honored Lyon as well, declaring it “just and proper” to record its 

recognition of his “eminent and patriotic services.” 

For a time, Nathaniel Lyon became one of the North’s earliest war heroes. 

Shared Fate, Different Memory 
Consider the parallels. 

❖ Both Robert S. Garnett and Nathaniel Lyon graduated from West Point in the 

Class of 1841. 

❖ Both came from families with military traditions. 

❖ Both served in Florida. 

❖ Both served in the Mexican War. 

❖ Both served on the western frontier in California. 

❖ Twenty years after leaving West Point, both commanded forces of 

approximately 5,000 men while facing enemies reported to number as high as 

20,000. 

❖ Both found themselves confronting the problems associated with withdrawing 

an outnumbered force. 

❖ Both died in operations associated with mountainous terrain, Garnett in the 

Laurel Mountains of western Virginia and Lyon near the Missouri Ozarks. 

❖ Both were personally attending to their troops when they were killed. 

❖ Both became the first general officers killed in battle on their respective sides. 

❖ Both men’s bodies fell into enemy hands. 

❖ Both were treated with respect by those enemies and returned under flags of 

truce. 

❖ Both were initially buried and later reinterred elsewhere. 

❖ And they died only twenty-eight days apart. 

Yet history remembered them differently. 
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Lyon’s actions in Missouri gave him a stronger regional legacy, particularly in a 

state whose political and military future remained uncertain during the opening 

months of the war. Garnett died during an unsuccessful campaign before he had time 

to recover from his early setbacks and demonstrate what kind of Civil War 

commander he might have become. 

Alexander believed Garnett could have become one of the Confederacy’s great 

generals. 

Sherman and Grant believed Lyon might have risen to the highest levels of Union 

command. 

Neither man lived long enough for history to find out. 

The First to Fall 
War distributes fame unevenly. 

Some officers fight for years, command great armies, win famous battles, and 

become names known generations later. Others disappear from the story before 

history has had time to decide what they might have become. 

Robert S. Garnett and Nathaniel Lyon belonged to the second group. 

They began together as members of the West Point Class of 1841. For twenty years 

their careers followed remarkably similar paths through the Regular Army, Florida, 

Mexico, the western frontier, and finally civil war. 

They had spent most of their adult lives wearing the same uniform and serving the 

same country. 

Then that country divided, and the two classmates chose opposite sides. 

Within the first months of the war, each found himself commanding an outnumbered 

force in difficult country. Each remained close to his soldiers at the moment of 

greatest danger. Each was killed. And each became the first general officer on his 

side to fall in battle. 

Perhaps one of the most revealing parallels came afterward. 

Union soldiers recovered the Confederate Garnett and treated his body with dignity. 

Weeks later, Confederate soldiers did the same for the Union’s Lyon. 

For a brief moment, the division that had made them enemies gave way to something 

both sides still understood: respect for a fallen soldier. 

More than a century and a half later, neither Garnett nor Lyon occupies the place in 

popular memory that his contemporaries might have expected. 
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But their intertwined stories remain one of the remarkable human coincidences of 

the Civil War: two West Point classmates, two professional soldiers, two opposing 

causes—and the first general to fall on either side. 

In death, Robert S. Garnett and Nathaniel Lyon became linked forever. 

Perhaps they deserve to be remembered together. 

© 2026 Fry’s Lyon Foundation, Inc. 

 


