
SPENCER ACADEMY, CHOCTAW NATION, 1842-1900

By W. David Baird*

The removal of the Choctaw Indiana in the 1830's to a new
home west of the Mississippi River delayed but did not deter
arrangements f ormal education. Once in Indian Territory the
tribe continued to send promising students to the Choctaw Acad-

emy in Scott County, Kentucky, but when confidence in the
eastern school waned, the Choctaws envisioned an academic
institution in their own country west, that would supply the
training necsary to advance the youth of their nation.

By an Act of the Choctaw Council in 1842, the Nation
authorized a boarding school for boys at a site ten miles north
of Doksville. Grants of $2,000 from the United States Indian
Civilization Fund, $6000 from annuities received by the tribe, and
$833 from the federal government as salary for the principal
teacher provided the annual endowment of the institution. The
academy was named for Secretary of War, John C. Spencer, and
governed by a Board of Trustees selected by the Choctaw gen-
eral council. The Choctaws sought a pious, Presbyterian minis-
ter to superintend the new school and directed Indian Agent
William Armstrong to contact the Presbyterian Board of Foreign
Missions about a qualified man.,

The Board of Foreign Missions, an agency of the General
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, had headquarters in New
York City. Organized in 1837 to place the denomination direct-
ly in mission activity, it did not compete with the American
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (A.B.C.F.M.)
which received support from numerous church organizations,
Presbyterian included. Thus, in contacting the Foreign Mission
Board the Choctaws were seeking assistance from a strictly Pres-

byterian organization.

Since the academy was scheduled to open in November,
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1843, Armstrong urged the mission board to recommend a super-
intendent to act under direction of the school's trustees. The
mission board suggested Edmund McKinney, a native of Holli-
daysburg, Pennsylvania, who was already at their Seminole
mission. McKinney received notice of his selection to the super-
intendency in November, 1843 and departed immediately with
his wife and two sons for the Choctaw Nation, arriving at Spen-
cer on December 8.2

Turmoil met McKinney. Items purchased by Agent Arm-
strong and essential to the school were on a Red River landing,
while the trustees insisted on beginning the first term on Jan-
uary 1, 1844. The new superintendent postponed the enrollment
for thirty days, using the interval to transport the supplies and
construct additional facilities for Spencer's first class of sixty
boys. The academy opened to a hopeful future, but after two
years of conflict with the Choctaw trustees, McKinney rec-
ognized the need for different administrative arrangements andresigned his poet. Yet he left with some measure of success for,
to his credit, it was the commencement of the institution's first
term and the construction of a third dormitory.)

Many leading Choctaws from the first questioned the value
of direct tribal control of Spencer. The McKinney administra-
tion bore out their fears. Nonetheless the two-year experience
was "of much profit to the nation, as the people are now satis-
fied they cannot do it," Baptist leader P. P. Brown observed
in 1847.4

To supervise their national academy, the Choctaws turned
to church groups. In 1845 the Methodists and the A.B.C.F.M.rejected a proposal to manage the school, but the Presbyterian
Board of Foreign Missions which recommended McKinney ac-cepted the invitation for fear that "Presbyterianism [might)be rooted out of the Nation and ignorant fanaticism reign." For
the position of superintendent the Board chose thirty-one year

old Reverend James B. Ramsey, a native of New York and
Princeton graduate. On June 1, 1846, Ramsey accepted control
of Spencer Academy in behalf of the Presbyterian Church.)

One of Ramsey's early reports provided a description of

2 American Indian mas.. 1843-44. Box 0, Vol. 2, P41S.

) Annual Report. 184-4, p. 70; American Indian man.. 1843. Box 0.

Vol. 2. P1I8: McKinney to Peter P0. Pitchlynn. Spencer. Sept. 25. 1844.
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Spencer and its environment. The superintendent's home was

directly in the center of the academy's grounds which extended

over two and one-quarter square miles. Most of the school's

buildings were constructed of roughly-hewn logs. The three

dormitoriesnamed for trustees Peter P. Pitchlynn, Robert M.
Jones, and William M. Armstrong-formed a quadrangle, mea-
sured sixteen by sixty-four feet, had two stories with upper and
lower porches, and were constructed of crudely sawed boards.

On both floors of the dormitories were four, sixteen-foot-squarerooms, each with three windows and an outside door. The walls
were coarsely plastered and whitewashed, and the buildings were
roofed by homemade shingles. Situated on a gentle knoll and
encircled by tranquil highlands, the academy held considerable
charm for its eastern administrator.'

By directing the academy the Presbyterians hoped to evan-
gelize the students. Yet a church was not organized at Spencer
until January, 1848, a milestone that did not satisfy Ramsey.

"We have not enjoyed those visible evidences of God," he de-

clared, by which he meant conversion of the students. Ramsey
harshly attributed the mission effort failure to the unfaithful-
ness, worldliness, lack of consecration, and selfishness of the
missionaries. He placed special blame on the school's cooks,

Mr. and Mrs. Joseph McClure, who once suggested that the
missionaries made "a god of their belly." The McClures refused
to leave upon Ramsey's request, but in September, 1847 were
summarily dismissed by the Mission House in New York.7

The adversities and trials of the institution pressed heavily

upon Ramsey. In March, 1849, with his health deteriorating
and staff disunity at a peak, he submitted his resignation. In
June he received the welcome news that his replacement was

enroute, but before he could depart both his wife and infant son
died. As the truly pious do he blamed his afflictions upon his
own actions, and considering himself a hypocrite, he refused to

pray.,
Alexander Reid was selected as Spencer's new superinten-

dent, arriving at the school on July 11, 1849. Reid was born in

Kirkmichael, Scotland, in 1818, and immigrated to the United
States in 1831. A tailor by trade, he graduated from Princeton
Theological Seminary in 1849 and entered the service of the
missionary board. Reid was a very able superintendent, and

6 American Indinn mas., 1946. Ilox 9. Vol. 2. 14118.
7 lioard of Foreign .Ifissions. 1W47. p). 7: American Indian mms., 1847.
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under his guidance the ademy came to fulfill tribal expects-
tions.9

Much to Reid's dislike a well-managed school required the
use of Negro slaves, as the Choctaws did few menial tasks.

Leased from Indian owners and more than just field hands, the
Spencer bondsmen were an intricate part of academy life. Wallace
and Minerva Willis sang for the students and missionaries, songs

that reflected the trials and desires of oppressed souls. Reid

later taught these songs to the Fisk University Jubilee Singers
at Newark, New Jersey in 1871. Sung before Queen Victoria,
among those pieces composed by the Spencer slaves in the
academy's fields were "Steal Away to Jesus," "The Angels Are
Coming," I'm a Rolling, I'm a Rolling," and "Swing LIw, Sweet
Chariot." Yet this contribution to American folk music did not
soothe the superintendent's anti-slavery conscience.le

To Reid ordained ministers had not the grace and women notthe stamina to serve as missionaries at Spencer. "The bare
thought of a rnan and his wife coming puts me in a fever," he

wrote. The superintendent's own experiences particularly prej-
udiced him against women. His first wife died shortly after the
birth of their first child in January, 1854, and Reid concluded
that Spencer labors crucified her. He was certain that other
women would pay the same price, and he determined to obstruct
their coming to the academy. But one year later his attitude
mellowed, and he married and brought to Spencer Miss F. K.

Thompson, a missionary teacher at Wapanucka Institute, Chick-
asaw Nation. Additional female teachers soon followed, yet or-
dained ministers he always considered unsuitable."

Reid had duties other than managing the school. He traveled
and lived among the Choctaws for better acquaintance and
evangelical purposes. In the one summer of 1851 he spoke fifty
times, rode nearly 1,500 miles, and saw over 3,000 people. Hereorganized the Spencer church in April, 1854, and that summer
he also saw a religious revival among the Choctaws living nearthe academy. As many as 700 Indians were present at different
sacramental meetings between 1854 and 1855. Reid was alsothe unofficial dean of the Foreign Board's Choctaw mission and
frequently advised other mission administrators.ll

9 .Yecrological Reports and Annual Proceedings of Princeton Theologi-
cal Seminary. Vol. 2 (P1rineelon, 189M). p. 88: Anmerican Indian mes.,
1191. Vol. 2. Blox 1). Pi11:.

1o Ibid.. 1852, Box 12. Vol. 1. PIIS: J. R. Thahurn and Mluriel H.

Wrirlht. Oklahoma: A H~istory of the State and Its People, Vol. 2 (New
York. 19121)). Appendix, p. R26: Muriel II. Wright, "Early River Naviga-
ton in Oklahoma," Chronicles of Oklahoma. Vol. VIII1 ( March, 1930), p. 42.

IlAmnerican Indian maa.. 1851. 1854. 1855. Box 12. Vol. 1. PIIS.
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ALEXANDER REID, SAGE OF SPENCER

From Robert E. Fliekinger, The Choclase Freedmen.

GROUNDS OF OLD SPENCER, 1065.

Photograph by the author.
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After seven years, the cres of Spencer prompted Reid to
resign his post in favor of Gaylord More, a New York minister.

More arrived at the academy the first of November, 1856, but
after only one month advised the mission board he would leave

at the session's end. Conditions were more rustic than he ex-

pected. When the New York agency in desperation implored
Reid to return to the academy, he accepted the assignment and

quickly restored the confidence of the Choctaws in their na-
tional academy. But at the end of the term, Reid returned to
his wife in New Jersey."3

What was restored was lost in the next term. James Froth-

ingham, who served as acting-superintendent for the 1858-59
session, proved incapable of coordinating the diverse interests
at Spencer. For the second time without his wife and now

seemingly indispensable, Reid came back in August, 1859. His
arrival inspired the good will of the Indiana, and after several

months Reid could report the school in "as good or better

shape than ever." But he was unable to say the same for the
Choctaw people."

The issues dividing the United States in the 1860's were
also at work in the Indian Territory. Slave-holding Choctaws
reacted negatively to abolitionist sentiment, the tribal Council
in early 1854 having required all abolitionists to leave the nation.

Thereafter local missionaries either honestly or prudently re-
mained silent on the inflammatory question. For such discreet-
ness the ardently anti-slave A.B.C.F.M. dismissed its Choctawrepresentatives, an action that reinforced the tribal suspicions
that missionaries were abolitionists. When H. A. Wentz, a former

Spencer teacher, was seized selling firearms on May 20, 1861,
few doubted the subversiveness of mission activity. On the fol-
lowing day the school was visited by an armed mob in search

of additional weapons, and fearing a return visit, administrators
closed the academy. Most of the missionary-teachers left the

academy in May, and by September only Reid and his family
remained. Despite his opposition to slavery, Reid said: "I in-
tend to remain here as long as I am allowed to do so undis-
turbed.""

The divisive forces of slavery and sectionalism in the United
States affected not only the federal government but religious or-
ganizations as well. Southern churches withdrew from the Pres-
byterian General Assembly, and after the formation of the

is /bid.

I1 I bid., 1856i. 1859. Box 10. Vol. 2. PIIS.

14 Ibid., 1X59. 186i0, Box 10. Vol. 1. P1IIS.I5 /bid., 1854. 1855, Boex 10. Vol. 2. and 1859. 18M, Box 10, Vol. 1,
PIIS; Bloard of Foreign .Missions. 1862. p. 14.
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Confederacy, established the Presbyterian Church, Confederate
States of America. This southern organization desired to dupli-
cate the many services of the General Assembly, especially the
foreign mission activity. Accordingly, it formed a mission agency

and appointed as secretary, J. L. Wilson, who resigned a simi-

lar post with the northern churches. When the Choctaws cast
their lot with the South, Wilson hastened to the Indian Territory

and encouraged the remaining Choctaw missionaries to accept
the oversight of his board. The invitation was accepted, and
Wilson specifically recommended that Alexander Reid receive
the confidence of southern Christians."6

Spencer Academy did not function as an educational in-

stitution during the strife that followed southern secession. The

dormitories in 1863 were used as a Confederate hospital for

eighteen months, accepting casualties from minor military
skirmishes. Confederate General Douglas H. Cooper arrived at
Spencer on December 14, 1863 with the Wells Battalion and

established a headquarters without disturbing the hospital. After
the winter's incampment, Cooper withdrew to Fort Washita,
leaving the academy to succor a flood of refugees displaced by
the fortunes of war. To hundreds who suffered extreme priva-

tions Spencer offered shelter and sympathy.'7

Alexander Reid held undisputed possession of the superin-
tendent's house, dining room, and kitchen during the military

occupation. General Cooper gave strict orders not to disturb him,

but life for the Reid family was nonetheless sadly complicated.

In October, 1861, after his fellow missionaries had departed,
Reid's third child was born. The childbirth retarded Mrs. Reid's
recovery from feeble health, and she died tragically on July 10,
1864. And for the second time the devoted missionary deposited

the remains of yet another loved one on the small hill west of

the academy.'
5

After the war Reid worked to reestablish Spencer and re-
16 Nevin. Encyclopaedia of the P'resbyterian C'hurch in f'.S..l.. p.

1017: American Indlian max.. 1861., Box 12. Vol, 1. PII1S: Official Records

of the U'nion and ('onfederate armiess (Washinglon. 1880-1901). Series 1,
Vol. XXII. Part II. p. 1099: Rteid to Ainslie, Spencer. March 27. 18,16.

Sue Mc~eth Mos.. Indlian Archives. Oklahoma Historical Society.
17 Mrs. S. 0. Lee to Mrs. Woodirnff. Omaha Mission. 20 May 180'7.

Box C.35. Colonial Dames Collection MISS. University of Oklahoma Li-

brary-; Official Records of the 1'nion and Confederate .Armies (Wash-

ington, 1880-1q01). Series 1. XXII. Part II. 11911: lleidto Ainslie. Specn-

cer. 27 March 18196. Sue Mclieth Papers M188, Oklahoma Historical

Society.

ts Mrs. Lee to Mrs. Woodruff, Omaha Mission. 20 Mlay 18,7. Box

C-35. Colonial llames Collection mss. l'niversity of Oklahoma Library:

Reld to Ainslie. Spencer. 27 March 1860, Sue Mceleth Papers mns. Okla-

homa Historieal Soeiety.
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ligious interest among the Choctaws. In February, 1869, he left
the nation to enroll his children in an eastern school, but only

after the tribal council the previous autumn had authorized the

rebuilding of the academy. Calvin Ervin was employed to make

the repairs and worked steadily for two years before Spencer

reflected its antebellum splendor. On November 2, 1870, the

tribe withdrew $6,000 from the neighborhood school fund in
anticipation of opening the academy and contacted the Baptist,
Methodist, and both northern and southern Presbyterian church
mission boards about supervising the school and supplying
teachers. 1

The mission agencies of both northern and southern Pres-

byterian Churches agreed to oversee the academy. Some Choc-
taws preferred Spencer's oldest benefactor, but the council fav-ored the mission board of the southern church that had agreed to
resuscitate Spencer only to prevent it from falling into "hands

that would make it a curse to the Nation." As superintendent

the southern Presbyterians selected the Reverend J. H. Colton, a

native of Fayetteville, North Carolina. Colton accepted adminis-

tration of Spencer Academy on May 24, 1871, under terms of a

contract that stipulated an enrollment of sixty boys. But unable

to recruit sufficient teachers, he entered only thirty-two stu-

dents.zo

The lack of teachers detracted from the success of Colton's
first year, yet when J. L. Wilson visited Spencer again in 1874,

he reassured his denomination that the school had never been

"in a more flourishing condition." Wilson's observation, how-
ever, was subterfuge as there was no comparison to earlier
years. Only fifty students were enrolled in 1874 while in the
antebellum period Reid had accepted three times that number.21

After a brief trip to North Carolina in early 1875, Colton

experienced one crisis after another. Choctaw leaders accused
him of arbitrarily expelling students and of refusing to consult
the Board of Trustees about school policy. He was believed to

1' IReid to Rite MIcilalh. Prinecion. 10 Feb. 1872. Sup Mcrteth Papers
mss., Oklahoman Ilistorienl Society: mrs. i"e to Mrs. Woodlruff. Spcencer.
6 D-e. IS0. Blox C-34. Coloninl !)nmes Collection mss. university of
O)klahoman Library. See also E. EC. Christiann. "MeImories of my Childihoo

Danys in the Choctaw Nation." Chroniocs of Oklahoma. IN (June 11931),
153: Annual Report. Commissioner of Inedian Affairs. IMD.9 410, end IS7O.
293: Acots of the Choctaw Nation. 2 Nov. 1870 (n manuscript collection.
University of O~klahoman Librnry).

20 Iteid to IA-e. Princeton. n d.. 1,ee Family Papers mss., PresbyteriannIlistorieni Society: Acts of the Choctaw Nation. 23r Oct. 1871: Annual Re-

port. I.;.retire ('ommitter of Foreign .fllaaions, 1871. 4. and 1872. 0: The
-ilissionary. April. 1871, 51.

21 The missionaryy. MIny. 187-4, 99.
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have established a store at the academy and to have delayed
the opening of the term beginning in the fall, 1875. Accordingly,the last of October, 1876, the Spencer Board of Trustees formal-
ly requested the southern Presbyterians to dismiss Colton.z

John J. Read replaced Colton. Read was born in Hinds
County, Mississippi in January, 1843. He served four years inthe Confederate Army and entered the ministry at the conflict's
end. He came to Spencer in December, 1876 with his wife and
infant daughter from a parish in Houston, Texas.21

For five years Read worked to raise the level of education at
Spencer Academy. His most puzzling problem was the lack of
English comprehension among the students, a difficulty not new
to Spencer, only to the superintendent. Read made admirable
progress, but his work was terminated because of the southern
church's decision not to renew its original ten-year administrative
contract, ostensibly because of deteriorating facilities. But pub-
lished motives for withdrawal did not reflect the true circum-

stances, for the Choctaws actually left the southern church lit-
tle choice. In November, 1880, the tribal council had indicated
its dissatisfaction with the practice of having students do spe-
cific chores at Spencer by noting that the boys were "to go to
school and not to work." As the discontent was then mutual.
Read left Spencer in the summer of 1881. Unfortunately the
school's buildings were no longer usable as the home of a thriv-
ing educational institution, and the facilities north of Doaks-
ville ceased to function as Spencer Academy.za

But the school did not die. In late 1877 the Choctaw
council had authorized the removal of the institution to Nelson,
twenty miles west of the old location and near present Soper,
Oklahoma. Principal features of the site were proximity to the
railroad, central location, and accessibility during high water.
The Choctaw Council provided for erection of new buildings.
A wooden, two-story dormitory was built, measuring ninety-three feet in front and two wings which extended 105 feet.
Facing south, the structure contained twenty-eight rooms, and
instead of several buildings, permitted sleeping rooms, classrooms,
kitchen, and dining room to be in one large edifice. At a later

22 Arta of the Choctaw Nation. 21 October 1976: The (.itoka) V'in.
dicafor. (i Dec. 1976.

2"William 11. Morrison. The Red Mlan'. Trail (Rlichmond. c. 16-32),

pp. 78-11: Natalic D1enison. "Missions and Missionaries of the I'resbyterian

Church. .S. Chronicles of Oklahoma. XXIV (Winter 11146), p. 4334.

24 The .Missionary. May. 1977. 110: Atnnual Report. RErufire rom.

mittee of Foreign Missions. IM1, 12: Acla of the Chiwtaw Nation. 5 Nor.

188.-31
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date an additional dormitory was constructed to the west.2s The
academy was identified at the second location as New Spencer.

The new site was selected before the southern Presbyterians
relinquished control of old Spencer. Thus when Allen Wright,
Superintendent of Schools and former Principal Chief of the
Choctaw Nation, requested the northern Presbyterian Church
to resume administration of Spencer, it was understood thatthere would be new facilities. This knowledge and the availabili-
ty of Oliver P. Stark, a former Spencer teacher, to serve as
superintendent persuaded the northern church to resume con-
trol of the academy in the summer, 1881.26

The first term in the facilities at New Spencer began in
November, 1882. Stark, in the twilight of a distinguished ca-reer, was something less than an adequate administrator and
proved incapable of progressive leadership. After his death in
1884, Harvey R. Schermerhorn became the superintendent. The
following year, however, the Choctaw council without prior
notification revoked the contract with the northern church be-
cause Schermerhorn had supposedly "exercised unwarranted au-thority" in expelling students as well as put "in a farm for his
own use." But leading Choctaws soon doubted the wisdom ofthe Council's action and in a complete reversal, in March, 1886,
Schermerhorn was asked to remain at the academy and directthe school under the supervision of the Choctaw government
and without church connection.27

Schermerhorn reluctantly accepted the appointment. He
worked to return Spencer to its previous benefactor, and after
securing appropriate Choctaw authority for the transaction in
November, 1886, Schermerhorn urged the northern mission board
to return to Spencer and "hold this land for the lord and the
Presbyterian Church." The mission board subsequently agreed
to a one-year contract, and the superintendent again in behalf
l o313c f the school in April,
1887.23

25 Iteport of Allen Wright. Superintendent of Public Sehools. 28 Dec.

1880, IBox W\-25. Allen Wrighit Collection, U'niversity of Oklahoma Li-
brary: Acts of the Choctaw Nation. 5 Nov. 1!141.

26 Iteid to Lee. Atoka. 10 May 1887. L~ee Family P'aperm mms. PHIS.

27 Acts of the Choctaw Nation. 24 Oct. 1892; Board of Poreign MIis-

sions, IM~l. 5. Harvey Schermnerhorn to J. L-wrie. Nelson. '22 June 1K83,

American Indian, mas., PH18. Number 105, 11o1l 15, University of Tulsaa

Library. See also Acth of the Choctaw Nation. 9 Nov. 17485; Turnbull to

Schermerhorn, Goodland, 20 July 1886, liox 11, Vol. 4, American Indian,

mas., P'ilS.

28 Acts of the Choctaw Nation, 5 Nov. 1886; Hehermerhorn to J.

Lowrie, Nelson, 1:3 Jan. 1887 and 4 April 1897. American Indian. mss.,

PHS8. Society, Numbers 29 and 02, (toll 15. University of Tulsa Library.
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Harvey Schermerhorn left New Spencer when responsibility
for the administration of the school was transferred to the Board

of Home Missions of the northern Presbyterian Church in July,
1888. The Home Board directed mission activity in the territo-

ries of the United States, and by an 1885 agreement with its

sister agency, the Foreign Mission Board, was invested with

the mission work among the Choctaws. Reverend R. W. Hill,
Superintendent of the Presbyterian Home Missions in Indian
Territory, accepted temporary oversight of Spencer. In Novem-
ber, Alfred Docking from Kansas was named the permanent
superintendent, and Hill returned to his headquarters in Mus-
kogee. For personal reasons, Docking resigned his position aft-

er three years in 1891. The new superintendent, W. A. Caldwell
was also a capable educator and administrator and for the first

time since the Civil War provided for the stipulated one hundred

students."'

Upon tribal request the Board of Home Missions on July 1,
1894 returned Spencer Academy to the Choctaw Nation, and
Caldwell left Indian Territory. The Choctaw Board of Educa-
tion then assumed direct responsibility for Spencer selecting
J. B. Jeter, a Choctaw citizen and former Superintendent of
Schools, as superintendent. But tribal direction of the academy

presented unexpected difficulties. The annual cost increased$2,000 over a church-connected administration, and of course,
home rule was no insurance against disaster.10

On October 3, 1896, Spencer's main building and storeroom
burned. Three students whom Jeter had disciplined saturated the
front and back stairs of the main building with coal oil late
one evening. Once ignited the wooden structure burned rapidly,
but most students jumped to safety. Yet the toll was nearly

iv Willinm, F. M.oore. ed.. The Preby.terian Digest LQ. r (Phindel-
p,hin. c. 1\Vi), pp. 557-8: A nnual Report. Hoard of Indian Commissioners,l.v :14: Sherman 11. Doyle. Presbyterian IHome Missions (New York.
19N15). lit: Annual Report. IBoard of IHome Missions. "17. 17. Alm) see
Sc-hermnerhorn to .J. IAowrie., Nebum. 30 Aug. 18S7. Amerienn Indiann. mas..
I'IIS. Number 1011. Itoll 15, I'niversity of Tulin I~ihrnry: November
vouchers of siwneer Acndemy. November. 1S8,8 ami W. A. Cnkldwell to
Ilonorable Bionrd of F'luentlion of the Choctow Nalion. Nelson. 1 Oct.

1DI2. Choctaw Schools-Spencer Aendemy File. Oklahoma Historienl So-

ciety.
10 Caldwell to Bonrdv of F&luention. Mluskogee. 4 Oct. 1SS4. Choctaw

Scho-Is--imwneer Aendemy File. Oklnhoma Ilisorieal Society: AInnual

Report. Commissioner of Indian Alffairx. IM0.1 146: Act. of C'hoetnw
Nation. 11 Oct. 1R9;t and 20 Oct. 1S94: .leler to Honrd of Bluenlion. Nel-
wan. 311 Augl. 1805 and Tusihkahomta. 1: Oct. 18ti. Choctaw School-

Sli'neer Aendemy File. Oklahoma Historical Nociety.
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incalculable: five dead, seven seriously burned, and the chief
educational resource of the Choctaws was destroyed.

1

At the Council session in 1897, Jeter urged the rebuilding
of the academy. "If the property [were] sold, it would be a
waste of money and a crime against the people," he maintained.
Accordingly, the Choctaws acted to restore the academy upon
its burnt foundations, but funds were not available until Novem-
ber, 1897 and the school failed to open until the fall, 1898.12

The first term in the new acaderny building was the last.
The Atoka Agreement of 1897 

which pro
vided for the division

of Choctaw lands and the dissolution of Choctaw government
enabled the United States to also appropriate its school system,
and particularly Spencer. The federal government appointed
Wallace B. Butz to superintend the academy, but federal control
lasted only one year. Spencer burned again on 

June 
23, 1900.

Sparks from a fire in the steam pump entered a window in the
main building's second story, ignited bedding, and continued) to
fuel a blaze that spread rapidly through the unplastered, frame
structure. No one was injured, but the $7,000 building was a
total loss."

No real effort was made to restore Spencer. After a feeble
attempt to wrest control from the United States, the Council
authorized the sale of the remaining facilities and grounds. The
school was advertised for sale on 

December 
20, 1900, but Super-

intendent Butz refused po83 1 33ion to Choctaw officials. The landremained in posse3ion of the United States Indian Office until
it was allotted at the end of the 

Choctaw 
National government.))

During its existence the goal of Spencer Academy was to

11 Jeter to 1oard of Education. Tushkahoma. 30 Sept. 187, Jeter to
General Council. Tushkahoma. 13 Oct. 189I. Choctaw Schools-Spencer
Academy File. Oklahoma I historicall Society; The (Atoka) Indian Citizen.
8 Oct. 8 18; Interview with Mrs. I3osa Oakes Huff. "Indin-Pioneer Pa-
pers.1""ot. V. Foreman Collection, Oklahoma Iistorien3 Society: Mrs.
Howard Morris. Soper. Oklahoma, 1emroal interview with the author at
Soper. 17 A pril 1965.)I Jeter to Itoard of FAlucation. Tushkahoma..30 Sept. 1897. Chactaw

Schools--lwnt-er A<-ademy File. Oklama Hlistorical Society; Acts of the

Choctaw Nationt.29 Oct 1897 and 11 Nov. 1811T.
)) Angie IOeho, " FAlucation in the Choetaw" Country after the Civil

War." Chronicles of Oklahoma. X (Sept. 11912), p. 08I: Annual Report.
Commissioner of Indian Affairs. 38 87-3: 11N), 13; 19018, 224. Alm).
Annual Report. C'nifed Slates Indian Inapcefor for the Indian Territory.

1.96M. pp. 81. 95; Thomas Hiyan to United States Indian Inspector. Wnah-

ington, 10 IDee. 1900, Vol. 19. Foreman Transcripts, Oklahoma Historical

Society.31 Two sepatrnle Art% of the Choctaw Nation. 31 Oct. 1900N. Also,

H1. S. Sanguin to Ihonorable G. W. D~ukes. Goodland. 18 Nov. 1900, Gil.

bert D~ukes Papers, mss.. Oklahoma Ilistorient Society.
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mold its students into useful citizens through an intellectual and
spiritual education. Instruction at Spencer was a day-to-day
affair with an established moral and academic routine. Early in
the school's history the students rose at daybreak, dressed, and
prepared for the required morning prayers, after which they
worked at odd jobs until breakfast at seven o'clock. Following
breakfast, the grounds were policed, rooms cleaned, and beds
rnade. Classes began at nine and lasted until lunch. Studiesresumed at half past one and, with an interval devoted to
recreation, continued until half past four when the boys turned
again to manual labor. The final meal was taken at sundown
when prayers were offered again. By nine the young men were
in bed. i

Spencer was a mission point to its religious benefactors and
all superintendents placed emphasis upon spiritual instruction.
In addition to morning and evening prayers, Edmund McKinney
required the students to attend a Sunday afternoon Bible class.
Alexander Reid permitted those "anxious over their souls" to
meet with him at half past four each morning and each Wednes-
day night. Every day at eleven o'clock he spoke to the boys
from a different Bible chapter, and the students also memorized
Bible verses and answered questions in the shorter Presbyterian
catechism. But efforts to convert the students to an organized

church were largely unsuccessful. James Ramsey and Reid re-corded more conversions than other superintendents, though
rarely did more than ten per cent of the students ever embrace
formal Christianity. Yet those who did accept the Presbyterian
doctrine were of unusual dedication. For example, Daniel Pinson,
Allen Wright, Thomas R. Benton and Alfred Wright all became
effective Presbyterian preachers.

1
6

As a boarding institution Spencer and the missionaries were
both home and parents to the students. Children entering the
academy were assigned rooms in one of the four dormitories
where there were seldom less than five in one room and fre-
quently as many as seven. During James Ramsey's administra-
tion six boys were in each room and three in each bed. The
Mission House in New York provided either ready-made articles
supplied on the basis of representative measurements or yard

15 McKinney to W. L,owrie, Spe~ncer. 20 June 184-4. Biox , Vol. 2,

Amerienn Indiann.mn".. Pi1l,.

6 .McKinney to WV. Iwcwrie. Spweer. 20 June 1844. and Itamnsey to W.

Lawrie, Spxtene,{ June 18-48. Ilox 0. Vol. 2; Rteid to W. I,nwrie, Spe-ncer,

15 March 1I51, 2-4 May 1855. und Recid to J. L. Wilson. 2-4 Muy 1855.,

Amerieun Indian, mass.. Biox 12. Vol. 1. P'IIS; Honme and Foreign Record,

Septemlwr. 1852, 136-7. See also S. O1 . Le to Mrs. Woodrnff. Sp,encer, 5

Feb. 18171, ]lox 1'-34. Coloninl llames 0ollection mss.. University of Okin-

boma Library; The Missionary May, 1877, pc. 1140 and June, 1878. p. 14L.
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goods. In the latter event, eastern Ladies Aid Societies sewed

the garments from the patterns furnished, and once at Spencer,

missionary wives maintained the clothes."7

Meals were prepared in the kitchen and served in the dining

room attached to the rear of the superintendent's home. A basic

meal consisted of meat, sweet potatoes, molasses and "Tom

Fuller" (hominy). In season the garden provided a variety of

vegetables, particularly at New Spencer. Strawberries and black-

berries were abundant in the spring, and wild honey was available

year around. Fish, squirrel, and other game were served when

caught by the boys, and on special occasions turkey and roasted

peanuts were prepared. Peter Hudson, a student after the Civil

War, remembred that the boys "lived on beef, corn bread, milk

and a cup of coffee. Biscuits were given only on Sunday morn-

ing." Another student recalled that the table was set with

prunes, rice, sugar, coffee, vegetables, pork, corn, wheat, beef,
milk, and butter. During Spencer's existence the diet normally
was varied and sufficient, and no cases of malnutrition were
ever reported."s

Yet the health of the students was not always good, for

a family of one hundred boys was fertile ground for most
communicable diseases. James Ramsey called doctors from
Doaksville to attend the students, but their services were ex-

pensive-$353 for one fifteen-day period. Alexander Reid was

his own doctor, mixing and administering medicines, delivering

his own and his colleagues' children, freely advising on home

medical remedies. He cupped and bled the youngsters and pre-
scribed a teaspoon of brandy for some ailments. He also pre-

scribed for the young wives of the missionary workers, in their

illnesses.39

Intellectual pursuits were the most significant at Spencer.
To facilitate instruction Edmund McKinney originally divided

the students into primary, intermediate, and advanced depart-

s) Itamsey to W. Lowrie. Spencer. 10 Juine 1&46. and Itamsey to
D. wells. Slwneer. 24 Dlec. 1I4. American Indian. mes.. Itox 9. Vol. 2.I'HS: Mrs. I"e to Mlrs. Woodruff. Siwneer. 11 Nov. 18591. Box C-34.

Colonial Dames Collection, nm., U'niversity of Oklahomn Library.

38 The Indian Adrocate. Sept. 1847: Mrs. I"e to Mrs. Woodruff.

Spencer. 12 May 1861, 4 Nov. 185). 14 Decr. 1859, and 231 Dec. 1860.1 Itox

C-34. Colonial Dlnmes Colleetion. mss., U'niversity of Oklahoman Library:
"Itecolleelions of I'eter Ilmison." Chronicles of Oklahoma. N (Dec. 1932),
p. 5119; Interview with J.I Norman Ieard. Indian-Pioneer Pl'as Vol. 78,
Foreman Collection. Oklahomn Hlistorical Society.

39 Itamsey to W. L~owrie. Siwneer. 10 July 18-4R. 21 JLan. 1847. IBox

0. Vol. 2, and Iteid to W. Iowrie. Sw'neer. 6 April 1854. Itox 12. Vol. 1.

Amerienn Indian, mas.. Btox 12. Vol. 1. PHS: Mlrs. Lee to Mirs. Woodruff.

12 Oct. 1859, Ito. C-34. Colonial Dames Collection, mes. . University of

Oklahoma Librarv.



42 The Chronicles of Oklahoma

ments according to ability to speak and understand English.
Alexander Reid, however, classified the students on the basis of
age and years spent in school. Subject matter varied from term
to term and superintendent to superintendent, but basic courses
were reading, writing, spelling and arithmetic. McKinney and

James 
Ramsey also instructed and examined students in Latin,

and the library from the first contained Greek and Latin lexicons,
Greek grammars, and Latin texts of Horace, Caesar, Virgil, and
Cicero. Reid deleted classical instruction maintaining that Latin
recitation was folly especially when few understood English.
Spencer boys also received instruction in geography, natural
philosophy, United States history, algebra, and Bible history,
as well as astronomy and vocal music.40

Highly educated men provided the instruction at Spencer.
Most were graduates of Princeton Seminary and were as well
trained as any teachers in the United States. lane Seminary,
Hampton-Sydney, and Columbia Seminary also had graduates
at the school. Yet success in teaching was measured by ability
to speak English, and gauged by this standard alone, Spencer
was a signal failure. After four years of training, some students
could not understand simple instructions such as "bring a stick
of wood" or "go for a bucket of water." Enrolment in the
academy did not improve with experience, for seventy per cent
of the students did not understand the language as late as the
1890's. 41

Judgment of Spencer Academy must not rest entirely upon
the success or lack of success of English instruction. The academy
demonstrated its value in other areas. In 1848, the six boys se-lected by the tribe to attend eastern colleges were from Spencer,
as were seven of the ten boys sent to Tennessee to learn voca-
tions in 1853. Furthermore, the officers of the Choctaw troops
during the Civil War were largely graduates of the national acad-
emy. And some of the leading men of the Nation passed through
the halls of Spencer. Principal Chiefs B. J. Smallwood, Jeffer-
son Gardner, Allen Wright, 

Jackson 
McCurtain, and Gilbert

Dukes were all educated here. Judge Charles Vinson, National
Treasurer William Wilson, educators Peter Hudson and Simon

4o a nnual Report. Commissioner of Indian affairss, 181.. 3,87: Reid tobureau of Indian Affairs. 2encer. 22 Aug. 1853. Box 12. Vol. 1, and W.
Wilson to W. Lowrie. Spencer. 25 D)ec. 1845. Box 9. Vol. 2. American

Indian, mn"., P1I8: The Foreign Missionary Chronicle. October. 184, 289.
See also Iome and Foreign Record. February. 1851. 27.8: Report of the

unitedd states Indian Inspector for Indian Territory,. 2M. p. 95.
41 Charles Fishbnek to W. Loawrie. Spencer, 20 Dec. 184R. Ameri-

enn Indian, ms.. ox 9. Vol. 2. PH118: J. B. Jeter to Board of Education,
Nelson. 31 Aug2. 1805. Choctaw Schools-Spem-er Academy File. Oklahoma
Historical Soaciety.
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Dwight, Doctor E. N. Wright and the Reverend Frank Hall

Wright were trained at Spencer. Gabe Parker, a teacher at Spen-cer during its last years, Choctaw National Attorney and a mem-
ber of the committee that provided the Great Seal of Okla-
homa, also was a student at the academy. Through these and
others the school's influence pervaded the whole tribe.42

Thus Spencer Academy stands as an important educational
institution among the Choctaws. The tribe was pleased with the
school's efforts and generally satisfied with the results. Most
agreed with John Hobart Heald, a well-educated Indian trader,
that Spencer Academy was "equal to any of the good old schools

of New England."') To the Choctaws it was a moral and in-
tellectual fountain providing sustenance to a people hungry for
civilization.

.2 Silas D). Fisher. Peter Folsom and Thomas LeFlore to Samuel

Itutherford. D)oaksville. 14 Jan. 1K58. National Archives. Office of Indian

Affairs, Western Superintendeney, Letters lIeceivedl. Microcopy 616. toll

1199: Rteid to W. L~owrie. Spencer. 13 Dec. 1K52. Box 12. Vol. 1. American

Indian. mas., Box 12. Vol. 1. P114: .Minutes of the General Assembly of

the Presbyterian Church in C.R.A.. P222. p.32.
41 Muriel H1. Wright. "John Hobart Heald," Chronicles of Okla-

koma. 11 (Sept. 19124). p. 316.


