
 General William J. Palmer – Spy, Soldier, Statesman 

William Jackson Palmer, the founder of Colorado Springs, is usually portrayed as a staid, 
cultured, graying patrician. But Terrell Garren knows a different Palmer, one he discovered 
while trying to learn the 155-year-old story of soldiers who burned his hometown and raped his 
great grandmother. 

Garren, a Civil War historian from Asheville, N.C., and the author of the book “The Secret of 
War,” will talk Saturday at the Pioneers Museum about 
Palmer’s days as a young Union officer. 

Garren’s interest in Palmer was sparked decades ago 
when Garren’s dying grandmother told him the story of 
what happened to his great grandmother at the close 
of the Civil War. 

“I discovered something very perplexing,” he said 
recently. “Looking at letters from the time, one town in 
the area would say they had been beaten, robbed, 
pillaged, and another would say the Union soldiers 
were absolutely wonderful. I was buffaloed. And then I 
figured it out. Every place there were reports of good behavior, Palmer was in command.” 

Garren decided to research the relatively unknown young cavalry colonel and uncovered a 
gripping record of galloping gunfights, nighttime spy raids and brazen flanking charges Garren 
describes as “something right out of the movies.” 

At the same time, Garren was moved by Palmer’s steadfast Quaker decency, which held even 
in the darkest days of the war. 

“The guy became a hero of mine,” Garren said. “I dedicated my book to him. For someone from 
North Carolina with a certain perspective on history to end up with a union hero — it’s the shock 
of the lifetime.” 

Palmer, who grew up in Philadelphia, joined the Union Army in 1861, at the age of 24, as a 
green cavalry captain. It wasn’t long before Palmer and his men were ordered to act as scouts 
along the front lines of a badly disorganized Union Army on the eve of the Battle of Antietam. 
The general in charge complained that he had only one man per mile of front, but said Palmer 
more than made up for it by sneaking across “Confederate lines every night for nearly a week 
under various disguises, obtain(ing) all the information possible as to the movements of Lee’s 
command.” 

Palmer often tapped into enemy telegraph lines to send messages back to the North. 
Eventually, he was caught by Confederate soldiers in the house of a friendly farmer. He slipped 
into civilian clothes and insisted to the enemy that he was not the wanted spy W. J. Palmer, but 
a Maryland mine owner named W. J. Peters. 

The Confederates bought the story but, suspicious of Peters, imprisoned Palmer anyway. He 
was released six months later in a routine prison exchange, and galloped right back to 
command his scouts. 

For the next two years his 15th Pennsylvania Cavalry ranged from Tennessee to Georgia. 
Palmer’s tactic was to be fast and stealthy, using his elite gang of horsemen to flank enemy 
troops and take them by surprise. 
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