
Samuel Curtis was born in Clinton County, 

New York, on February 3, 1805. As a child, 

he moved with his family to Ohio and in 

1827 at the age of 22, he was appointed to 

the U.S. Military Academy at West Point 

where he trained as soldier and as an 

engineer, graduating in 1831.  At that time, 

there was little opportunity for 

advancement as a military officer so he 

soon resigned his commission and began 

the study of law, opening his first practice 

in Zanesville, Ohio.   

When war broke out between the United States and Mexico in 1846, 

Curtis returned to military service.  He became the Adjutant General of 

Ohio and then assumed the Colonelcy of Ohio’s Second Volunteer 

Infantry.  Curtis was honorably discharged at the war’s conclusion in 

1847 without seeing any real combat.   

Pursing his career interests in the new state of Iowa, Curtis moved to 

Keokuk, initially to be the chief engineer of the Des Moines River 

Improvement, a position he held from 1847 to 1850 at which time he left 

Keokuk, taking up a similar position for the harbor at Saint Louis.   

A few years later, back in Keokuk he established a law practice that 

focused mainly on real estate transactions.  In 1856 he was elected 

Keokuk’s mayor and then, later that same year, was elected as a 

Republican to represent Iowa’s First Congressional district in the Thirty-

fifth Congress.   

Shortly after the start of the Civil War, Curtis had become the Colonel of 

the Second Iowa Infantry.  His new responsibilities as commander of the 

Army of the Southwestern District of Missouri made necessary his 

resignation from the House of Representatives where he had served from 

March 4, 1857 to August 4, 1861.   

Curtis led his army to victory in March of 1862 at the Battle of Pea Ridge 

in Arkansas, saving Missouri for the Union.  Because of this victory, he 

was promoted to Major General.   

After the war, Curtis was commissioned to help negotiate treaties with 

many of the Plains Indians, as well as work on the construction of the 

Union Pacific Railroad.  He died on December 26, 1866 in Council 

Bluffs and is buried in Keokuk’s Oakland Cemetery. 
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