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After the Mexican War, Claiborne served in the frontier service from 1849-61.  He rose to Brevet Captain, and in 
1853 President Franklin Pierce and Secretary of War Jefferson Davis appointed him Captain in the Regiment of 
Mounted Riflemen.  During his period of service in Oregon, Claiborne married his cousin and neighbor Annie 
Armstrong Maxwell in August of 1851.  The couple had two daughters.  Their first daughter Mary Claiborne died 
at an early age, but Mollie Maxwell Claiborne lived to be eighty-five and appears to have cared for her father’s 
papers after his death.  After serving in Oregon between 1849 and 1856, Claiborne served in several Indian 
campaigns in New Mexico from 1856-61.  In 1861 he resigned from the United States Army and enlisted in the campaigns in New Mexico from 1856-61.  In 1861 he resigned from the United States Army and enlisted in the 
Confederate Army at the start of the Civil War, during which time he again rose from Captain to Colonel.  After 
the war he returned to Nashville, where he farmed and briefly served as Marshall for the Middle District of 
Tennessee.  He died in 1911.

Born on a plantation near Nashville, Tennessee, on June 20, 1823, Thomas Claiborne, Jr. 
was the son of Thomas and Sarah Martin (Lewis) Claiborne.  His father worked as a 
lawyer and served as a Democratic-Republican in state politics, as well as one term in the 
U.S. Congress.   At the age of twenty Claiborne was admitted to the bar in Nashville, but 
moved to Trenton, Tennessee, to edit the True American.  In 1845 he went to Washington, 
D.C. where he was appointed a clerkship in the Treasury Department.  The next year 
President Polk appointed Claiborne to Second Lieutenant (he soon rose to First 
Lieutenant) of the Mounted Rifles for service in the Mexican War, and thus began his long Lieutenant) of the Mounted Rifles for service in the Mexican War, and thus began his long 
military career.

About Thomas Claiborne



Joseph Lane to Thomas Claiborne

Oregon City May the 8 1850
Dear Claiborne

  II have the pleasure to acknowledge the receipt of your two letters.  I promised the Indians that you 
would for a reasonable compensation defend them upon their trial.  I would be glad to have you do so, 
but at the same time, I feel unwilling to urge the Col. to do any thing that he beleves would be 
detrimental to the service, now if the Col. can permit you to come up, I would be much gratified.[1]  
The Indians must have a fair trial but nothing must be done in the defence, to delay Justice, they are 
guilty of a bloody murder and must be hung[2]

Your friend and obt. srvt.
Joseph LaneJoseph Lane

Confidential
 
University of North Carolina, Southern Historical Collection, Thomas Claiborne Papers
1. Most likely referring to Colonel William W. Loring.
2. In 1847 Cayuse Indians murdered Dr. Marcus Whitman, his wife Narcissa, and thirteen others at the Whitman Mission near Walla Walla.  2. In 1847 Cayuse Indians murdered Dr. Marcus Whitman, his wife Narcissa, and thirteen others at the Whitman Mission near Walla Walla.  
Increasing unrest and violence between the Cayuse and revengeful settlers ensued, until a trial was finally held in 1850.  Five Cayuse men were 
tried beginning on May 22.  Secretary Pritchett, R. B. Reynolds, and Captain Thomas Claiborne acted as the defense in the case.  Two to three 
hundred people attended the trial and heard the jury’s guilty verdict on May 23.  The five men were executed on June 3.  See Hubert Howe 
Bancroft, History of Oregon, 2 vols. (San Francisco: The History Company, 1888), 2: 92-100.  
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