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INDIAN TERRITORY FORTS:
CHARNEL HOUSES OF THE FRONTIER, 16331865

Hy Phitip A, and Benirice J. falizch*

Traops stationed aL forts in Oklahoma during the sixteen
year peried 1339 1o 1855 ware, on the whele, a sickly lob,
wecording Lo corelul stutistics compiled by the Surgean
General'y Oflice of the War Department. The minute data
reveeled in the tables assembled npon raceipt of the guarterly
reparts of each pozt surgeon furnish an insight into the level of
physical well heing that the saldizra enjoyed and claarly raveal
the anything but glamoraus cherscter of frantier duty in the
pre-Civil War Army,

The gathering and compilation of these statistics wag
instigaled by Joseph Lovall (1798-1836), Surgeon General of
the United States Army from 1818 to 1836, Unaware of the
mirohisl cauges of disenses, Lovell based his rationala for tha
records zlong the lines of the then current concept of the
injurious effects of certain clmates and specific conditiona of
the atmosphere. Beginning in 1818 surgeans were required (o
keep meteorological records at their posts and investigate the
relation af disease incidence ta climate end weather. Lovell alsa
required the submission of quarterly reports showing the
eickness and mortality at each military post. !

In L840, the first, rathet crude compilation of this dita was
published, embracing ihe Lwenty year period of 1819 Lo 1339,
The soeomd eollection covering the years January 1838 to
January 1855 appeared in 1856, and was the esuit of each post
surgeon’s reparf on the medical topagraphy of his statian. They
were 1o describe the geographical position of the military post,
the surcounding eountey. the geological formetions, its fore,
fauna, characteristics of the climate, the nature and causes of
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the local diseasas, and how these maladies could be traced to
general and environmental causes, A rm  tabular
statemant, modeled after the “Senitary Raport™ of the British
Atmy, with specilic culegories and (ypes of diseases vas used
throughout the sixteen year period and contributed much to the
reliability and comparability of the deln. Stetistics of troops en
marches ar engaged in werlike operations wers excluded 8o that
the reports would yield solid information regarding the diseases
auffered by the soldiers at ench of the garrisans. ?

Fort Smith, established in 1617, just to the west of the
border between Arhansas and Indian Territory was the
Iongstanding gateway to the Southwest for explarers and
travelers. Another important post, Fort Gibson, was built
further up the Arkansas on the Neosho river tributary in 1824,
At nearly the same time Fort Towaon, about filly miles west of
the Arkansas lina and sin miles narth of the Red river wea
consiructed. Fourleen years later Fort Wayne was located on
Spavinaw Creek and wag manned by o small detachment from
1828 ta 1842, Colonal Zachary Taylor in 1842 eatablished Fart
Washiti Lo proteet the Chicknanws and Chogtaws from raids by
southwestern tribes. ¥

Taylor in an 1841 letter to a fellow officer in Washington,
D.C., testified that the Oklahoma frontier wos not exectly &
healthy place and recommended the continuanee of forts Smith,
Gibson, and Tawson elong with two or three minor pasts “to
keap proper order amnong Lhe lawless villaing who congregate on
or near the boundaries between ditferent nations™ and make the
erea secure for the more timid.! Fort Arbuckle, the last of Lha
forts located in Indian Territory during the 1839-1855 period,
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was lounded in 1850 to protect overland caravans from alteck

by the H.inwls and Comanches. ? In early 1840 there were 1,054
roops ed at the active posts in Indian Territory
|mludmg 807 at Fort Gibsan, 91 at Fort Towson, 88 at Fort
Smith, and 68 at Fort Wayne, However, Secretary of Wer,
John Pell, recommended that at least twa regiments or about
2,000 men would ecmsl.wuu a sufficient permanent, forge en the
Southwestern frantier.

"One hundred men in good health, and sound in spirit, are
betler thar & thousand dispirited, dissatisfied invalids, either
te give chase at bactle to the Indians,” announced Surgeon
General of the Army, Thomas Lawson in 1840." He insisted
thet & healthy location for a military lorce was worth more to
the soldiers than 1 dozen physicians, Lawson racommended to
Secretary of War, Joel L. Poinastl, that. in locating Lraops weat
of Fort Smith where the ohject was to wateh the Indians and
protest, the frontier settlers, “the first object, to be congidered
wad the healthfuiness of the position: the second may be
ties of transpertatien; and the last, the military position,
or the defenibilities of the plarce.

‘The records revesl that Surgeon Lewson was correct in
emphasizing the fect that the environmental location of the
early forte was excramely importent in velation to sickneas and
disease. Forl Smith wea surrounded by lakes and marshes
which were sometimes inudated by the Arkansas and Poteau
rivers, Fort Gibson was placed on river bottom lend on
Lwenty leet above the ordinary low water merk of the Necsho
and Fort Wayne was originally constructed along n cresk
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boltom, Fort Weshita, located in a small grove on the border of
of extensive prairie, end Fort, Arbuckle, plased in o woaded
area on higher ground, were among the henlthier posts in the
southwest. st that Lime, °

The effect. of the unhealthy location of Forl Gibson was
underlined mm. in Jinulry um l.he Necsha river suddenly
omse thirtylt
The next yeor Lhe area was again ﬂmded this time overtaking a
large nuthber of cattle if the cane-brakes near the water and
drowning them. The post's gardens were ruined and the
commisuery was alst Nooded. When the waters subsided,
several weeks later. “so great was the amount of putrefying
animal and vegetable matter, thet travelers, pagsing in
stzamers on the Arkansae, were compelled to enter their raoms
and close the doors.

In addition, the quelity of the water supply frequently
presented & problem at the forts. Far instance at Fort Weshita
all the wells, springs, and streams in the vicinity ware strangly
impregnated with lime. Thus reinwster had to be collected for
everyday use, ™

Congress in 1802, legislated that weekly rations for soldiers
as<ither | % pounds of beel or % pound pork long with 18
unces of bread or four and ) gill of rum, whisky, or brandy. In
1638, the spirit ration was abolished and “six pounds of coffes
and twelve paunds of sugar ta every hundred rations, to be
issued weekly" was ordered to replace the stronger brews.
These perticular regulations were in effect up to 1860 and thus
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reveal the typical diet et the Oklshoma forts from 1838 161855

Even troopa atationed in the demp climate of Florida
suffered less from disease and last. fesrer men by natural causes
than the scldiera at the southwestern forls. The Surgean
General reported in November, 1840 that of all the military
posts in the enbire country which had been goenpied by troaps
for the past veveral years, ““Forts Gibson and Wayne are
decidedly the most sickly.” 3

Sucgeon General Lawson added that “Fort Gibson, in
particular, is an exceedingly unheglthy pasition; it hes not only
given grenter a number of deaths, but, 1 believe, has invalided
more men, for the last ten years, than any other milicary station
in the United States.” He attributed much of the unheslthiness
to the southweserly prevailing winds during tha summer
season which came Lo the fort aeross the immenae tract of low
lend, intetsected with lakes, lsgoons, and tha confluence of
streams. 1t

Lawson termed Fort Gibson s “manifestly en improper
position” and recommended thet it be abandoned heenusa the
woldier had the vight to expect ram the government in time of
peace. “protection, as far es is compatible with the nature of the
service, pgaingt. the invisibla ensmy — that most destructive
foe to all armies, malarial disense.” ™ It was largely for this
reagon that Fort Gibson became known @s the “charne!-house
of the frontier.” *

Seldiers during this pericd, with the exception of the
Mexican War years, were cliaracterined vo “nok of the most
desirable character, consisting principally of newly wrrived

" US. War Doparyment. Surgeon-General's Offles, A Report an the

flygiene of the United Srates Army with Descriptione of Mi Pasts
Washington: Government Printing Offica, 1751, pp, Fxi-xai
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immigrants, those broken down by bad habics and dissipation,
the idle, end the improvident.” For exemple, in 1852, 16.06¢
men volunteered far the Army but only 2,726 or 16.9 per cent of
these men were Found fit for ealistment. 7

The i required that in i a recruil, the
medical officer was ta loak at him stripped, "to see thet be has
free use of ell his limbs: that his chest is ample; that his
hearing, vision, and speech are perfect; cthat b has no tumors,
or ulcerated or extenzively cicatrized legs: no ruplure ar chronic
cutanecus affection; that he has not Teceived any mnumnn or
wound of the head Lhat mey impair foculti
Furthermore the surgeon was required to cerlify on his honor
that Lha recruit passed by him wus nol a drunkard or subject to
convulsions and indeed wes “free from pll bodily defects mnd
irmity " which might impair his performing the duties
of a soldier” Lending causes for the failure of volunteers Lo
pess the examination were being too young, unable to speak
English, judged intemperate, rejected as undersized, efflicted
with varicase veins, and rejected as pver age. Recruits had ta be
between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five and stand at least
five feet four and a half inches high. ™

Over-al) the average nge of tha men in the early 1850's was
wenty-four, the mean weight was 148 pounds, with the everage
height approximating b feet 7 inches. [ndesd on 240 of a
sarnpling of 1,800 recruits were 6 feet tall snd over.™ Men at
the Oklahome garrisons were most, likely ta have formerly baon
employed ax larmers, laborers, and clerks.# As Lo the fate of
the men wha enlisled as soldiers, 5,000 service recorda pulled
consecutively from the files in the Adjutant. General's office in

1 Stnticyofshe Recrulling Service” uonosed i e Statietca Repust
wr Sickness and Moriality, IB75-1855. pp. B1b-621
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1862 revesl that 2,550 received honorable discharge: 2,339
deseried, 1,084 were disabled, 829 diesl in service, 616 were
eliminated by order of the Adjutant General's Ofice, 230 were
killed in battle or died from wounds, 190 were court martialed,
and 102 were killed accidentally, ® Thus, as one can readily see
Irom the above, alter the honorabla discharges end desertions,
physical disability and deaths from naturel causes wers the
next most common fales of the soldiers,

Severel af Lha surgeons at the Indian Territory mililary
pasts thought. that the lack of aeclimation wes one of the
biggest causes of disease and sickness smang the troopa. The
lact that fatal coses occurred predominetely ameong men whe
were recently [rom more northern and colder climates prampted
them to make this ohservation. Prolonged exposure to the ,
weather in "very indifferent shenties” during the course of
srecting permanent gquerters was another ceuse of disease.

The surgean at Fort Arbuckle noted thel "recruits are
notoriaus far being frequently sick; owing, principally, to their
not knowing how te edept themselves praperly to the
vicissitudes of this climate.” Indesd a soldier stationed in
Indien Territory had to constantly be on the elart as it might be
summer ane day and wintar Lha next. The physician racountad
thet on one not nltogelher untypicsl day, the afterncon was
very warm but as night approached, the wind suddenly veared
from the south to the northwest and by sunrise the next
ranmming the thermometer had fellen to 15 degrees pheove zero,
61 degrees lower than at 3 p.m. the preseding day, ¥

The majority of the soldiers at Fort Arbuckle were
Tereigners ot Lhis Lime with Germans and Irish comprising the
major nationalitles. Surgeon Glisen atiributed the uousually
lacge number of waunds and injuries at his post to the fact that
ell the rash hud been working en Lhe construction of quarters
and building bridges. He nhserved that the Germans and the
trish soldiers “know nothing of the use of the broudaxe,

2 hid
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hawever expert the former may have been with the broad-sword
or the Intter with the apade, in their own country.'” MNearly
3,400 wounds and injuries at the Indian Territory garrisona
from 1839 to 1855 testify to tha accuracy of his statement.

Melsria was by far the lesding cause of illness among tha
troopa with nearly 14,000 casea of the variens bypes teported at
the Oklshoma forts aver the sixtesn year period. Surgachs at
the early Qklahoma forts were fully aware that these soldiers
expoesd to night air in marshy terrain wers pacticularly Eable
o attacks of melaria. Thay knew alea that swampy lands were
dangeroua in that respect even by day bub the disease was
always attributed to foul gaves, decompesing vegetable matter
and so forth, It wes not until half & century later thet the
moaquite wes identified oo the primary agent in the spread of
melaria,

Tha lirst symptoms of malaria included languor, genaral
discomfort, chilliness, and depression, with influenza like pring
in the limba, back and eyes. When the true attack began, the
<hilliness became aggravated into e violent shivering fit, with
<hattering teeth, and sometimes dierrhee and vomiting. After
the onset no amount of external warmth or covering could make
the sukerer feel warm although his temperaturé might be as
high o3 106 degrees or more. Following this stage, it was
obsarved that the victim of malaria then lelt intsnssly hot,
though the body temparature was gbout the same as during Lhe
chilly utage. This might leat four or five hours and then profusa
sweating began. Finally the temperatura would fall, the pain
gradually disappeoring, and sleep would generally come. ®
Another aitack, however, would follow in twenty-four, forty-
sight, or-seventy-two hours according to the type of malacie,
ond 30 o for some Lims, the attacks generally lessening in
severity, until they cacsed altogether.

2 i, p 27
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The surgeans et the mililary posts noted thal the soldiers
who had been victims of malaria were often sallow, wasted, and
Janguid with their muscular and mentsl strength much
reduced. In eddition. malaria s0 weakened the men's

itotions, that it was comman for other diseases to
Qut. of the twenty-two military regians in the United
States during this peried, only the saldiers on the Gulf Const of
Floride suffered more from mal than the men at the
Oklahsma forts.™

Malaria was se common at Fort Arbuckle that Surgeon
Glisan remarked that anyone who, "after a residence here of
three years, has escaped unscathed, is looked upon as the most
Tortunate of mortals,” ™ Thers was searcely a single day
throughout. the year in which some soldier woe not ailing with
the distute. Indeed about. the first of Oetober of each year, it
was not uncomman Lo have twenty oul of 3 command of 120 to
be on sick report. with melaria. As might, be expected, crses of
maleria shot up during the spring of 1853 when the men were
engaged in bridging Horse creek and were working daily
in water up to their waists.” Glisen did natice that saldiers
cleeping in raised. bunks, three foet high, seemed much less
Effected by malaria than those who slept on the ground, He was
sure that melaria wes festered by the decomposition of
undant vegetable growch and dead timber by solar
heat. intensified by the fact that the large timber had been
previously cut down for building purposes.®

The treatment of malatin fevets with large doses of quinine
ted by Assistant Surgean Cherles McCarmick st Fort
Gibso in the surmer of 1843, The physician testified that he
normelly prescribed ten grains of the sclphate of quinine Bt
bedlime and again the following marring. Aside from bleeding,

 Seatistical Hepare o Sickness uni Mortafily, JATBI855 passim,
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there was no other treatment for coses of fever, "vnleas perhaps
& single purgative dose of calomel and rhubarb to cleanse Lhe
primae vine, and excite the functions of the liver." *

Preumonia hit herd among the troops stalioned at Fort
Smith during the winter of 1546-47. Prior to the outbreak,
Surgeon Baitey observed chat the rRuturmn and early winter had
besn very mild with an averege temperature of 55 degrees in
November and 47 degrees in December. In January, the
temperature plunged to 10 degrees and Puctusted widely
throughout the following twa months with spring arriving et
least thres weeks late. A large number of the men soon
developed branchitis and celarrhal infections end many of
these tases nuickly detericrated into  pheumnanitis. ¥
Paeumcnia was often ushered in by a severe chill with some
soldiers initially “seized by pain in the nape of the neck and
cerebellum, atiended with giddiness, redness of the
conjunctivae, apd delirium.” Bleeding was Doctor Bailey's
Favorite remedy followed by blistaring and doses of apium and
calomel, end he was sure that this treatment “doubtless saved
& goad number of patients.”

The post surgsons generally did not consider medical
treetment of Lhe Indiens oa parl of their duties. According to
Assistent Surgeon T. C. Madizon in 1862, tha Chottaw and
Chickasaw Indians near Fort Washita were hard hit hy
seroila, selrvy, iomm, and typhoid i

“winter fever." He observed that “'the majority of them are lw
lazy t0 work, and are, consequently, badly clothed and bedly
fed.” The rampant scurvy wes due to their disinclination to
grow vegetablea and even the wealthiest of the [ndiens rarely
pracursd vegetable for corsumption during the winter months,

D See Assiniant Sumgeon Charles McCormick “Report of  the
Adminisiratinn of Quining (m Large Doss,” Stevistioal Report on Sicktiese.
78 834640 wnd " Repart of Ansistani Surgeon Joseph 1. Hadey, Fort Towsnn,
Octeber 1. 143" Ap. 463672

M Seauistiral Repurt on Siekness, p. 261

3 Fhil., p. 282.



ndiar Territory Forts, (3791845 i

Thus the disesse among them was of little concern to him ™ At
Fort Gibson, Surgeon McCormick attributed the larga number
of deaths amorg the Indiana in the area to their open houses,
poor clothing, and inlemperance,™

MNetwithstanding the thousands of cases of maolaria

1 severity of in, the diseass
Lhe meat deaths during the sixteen yesr pericd was chaler.
Over twe hundred casea of ¢t Lha Ok luhota forta

in oniy a threa year period yislded twenty-sevan deathe during
1849, 1851, und 1862 The bacterial origin of the disense was not
&L all understood, and more than thirty years were to elspee
befere it was disrovered by Robert Kach. Althongh cholera
bacilli is now known Lo be spread thraugh cantaminated water
supply, foods, or directly from man (o man, the suzgeons were
prane to blame the epidemic on such fuctors 63 climate, night
uir, evening misis, overindulgence in sirong drink, and the
geologioal structure of the earth Soime saldiera were sure that
beans were reaponasible for cholere attacks and they discarded
thair stores 8 4 préceutionary health tieasure ™

Beiling oul ef India, the third epidemic of cholera in the
ningteenth ventury had reached the United States by 1546, The
first mentian of this disense at the Gklahoma forts came from
Surgean Bailey at Fort Smith in June, 1845 who reported the
urrival of steamers fram New Orlesns with cholera cases. A
traveler on one of the haats, the Rabert Morria, wrota that “wa
hed scarcely lelc New Orleans before the cholera was found on
board,"* Beven had died by the time the stenmer repched Fort
Smith* At Fart Gibson, 120 miles harther up the Arkansas
river, Surgeon J. B. Wells noted the “comstituiion of

S Rosonberi The Casteaf Chalins: A of Etclgiol Thought
in Nineternth Century America, " Buttérin of he History of Medicine,
11601, pp. 531354
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# Leturr Irom Thomna Armitnge s C.C, wmm from Fart Smith. Aprll
19, 1848 reprinuea in Meic Vork Trigune, May 15,
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atmosphere” which was favoring the development of epidemic
cholere, ¢ Whils his diagnosis of cause was incorrect, his
prediction of cutbraak was all Lo teue as 181 cases of cholers
occurred at Forl Gibson in July and August of 1649.

The epidemic hegan on the night of July 15th when four
privates af the Sth intantry were cartied into the hospital in
quick succession. All had collapsed end were pulseless,
onizing under spasms, vomiting and purging rice-water-like
dischargen.”" Death followed six t0 eight hours later in each of
the cases, As other ceses occurred in the following days,
Surgeon Welly resorted to » treatment composed of morphine
end aromatic spirits of ammonia in camphor water. [ this
friled he went to a dose of cregsote in mucilege and in some
cases covered the victim's body with hot mustard cataplasm
end irritated the spinal column with het spirits of turpentine.
The proportion of sick 1o dead in this epidemie et Fort Gibson
approximated o ration of len Lo one and Surgeon Wells
ultribted the recoveries to his medical treatment.

The following yeer of 1860 saw ndditional cuses brought. in
baats Lo the lending at Fort Smith in March but Surgeon
Bailey reported that. the disease did not spreed in the town or
the garrisan. This uck did not hold out however, and on May
3135t, two companies of the 5th infantry arrived at the post from
Corpus Christi, Texas, with a number of the soldiers suflering
from cholere which was broken vut two or threa days before.
Acting Assistant Surgeon N. Spring wisely placed thesick ina
hospital same 160 yards distant from the encamped troops.
This mensure failed to protect the healthy, however, as four
days later five men in the barracks were violently seized with
the disease. Eighteen other cases rapidly fellowed with several
being ol a "Kighly aggeavated character” and as a result seven
soldiers died. As to the quest of contagion relative to
malady, the doctor observed that seven of the fifteen
attendants who waited on the cholera zick of the post command

41 Staristicat Repurt un Sivknesx, p. 240,
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contacted the disease, two of them dying ard the four othare
barely escaping desth. Although Dr. Spring did not go inta
detail on his treatment of the victims, he did mention "blecding
o six ounces, with happy effect.

One diseese which was least. encountered in Oklaboma by
the soldiers was phihisis o cuberculosis with oply 2 cases per
1,000 men. Only the men. serving in New Mexico (1.3 cases per
1.000) wete leas hikely to be efflicted while the other twenty
regions sl experienced higher rates than Oklahoma with the
South Atlentic Region showing an incidence of 9.2 cuses per
1,000 soldiers, ©

As might ba expected such discomlorts as dierhes,
dysentery. rheumatism, ond eonstipation weigh heavily in the
statistics. Such Lotals as 540 canes of gonorrhea, 281 cases of
syphi irk
traopers g1, the Qhlahome military posts around 125 years ago
10 be no better in relation to dissipation than those of today.
Same 869 instances of ulcers and 230 cases of severs headaches
also indizate ample tension

In summary, the health cost of those who served at the
Oklahoma posta was heavy. Over the sixteen year period from
1839 1o 1855, an aggragate scrength of 10,012 man at the forts
were afflieted with 35520 coees of disease and 256 deaths
Numerous men, of course, were relensed from service before
Uheir ailments resulted in death and in many instances the same
men would he incapacitated for a time with several speific or
recucring diseases. However, on the whale, we can assume that

man in seerch of adventure during this era, who wes
assigned duty in Indian Territory, might very well have spent
most of his time and energy fighting personel dissave and
sickness.

bl pozlL

15 Jii. p. 406, See Tablc 1, Appradie B for eompilation of dlsoancs and
deaths g Tarts in the Indian Tervidory | (40D 1858
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DISEASES OF THE
BRAIN AND NERVOUS
SYSTEM

DISEASES OF THE
URINARY AND GENITAL
ORGANS

DISEASES OF THE SEROUS
AND EXHALENT VESSELS

DISEASES OF THE
FIBROUS AND
MUSCULAR STRUCTURES

ABSCESSES AND ULCERS

WOUND AND INJURIES

Caphalalgia (Headache, Pain i
Delirium Tramens (Feychic Disordor)
Epilwpaia (Epilepey or Seizures)
Noungia {Severe, Lancinating Fain Along » Nerva)
All Cther Dissson of the Brain and Nervous Syatem

Generrhea
Stricture of the Urethon
Prinuary Stage Syphilis
Becondary uage Syphilia

Al Cther Trseases of the Usinary and Genital Tracls

Ascltes {Sareus Fluid in Paritonsal Cavity)
ANl Cther Discasen of the Serous and Eximlent Vessels

Pornio {Congestion and Swalling of e $kin}
Fodagra (Gour)
Rheumatism, Chiooie and Acute

Absceues
Uleer

Burm
Coneumign of the Brain

Bruiues

Fracturea

Dislocation of a Joint

Wounds ard Injurics from Physical Punishmont
A Partial Dislostion of w Joint

Wound Cauned by Chttig

Lacerstion ol the Flab

Wound Couscd by Puneture

Pierging Wennd

Bimal
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