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INTRODUCTION 

The significant location of Fort McKavett, on the headwaters of the 

San Saba River, is reflected in the historical background of the area. 

The importance of the region along and adjacent to the San Saba River 

in military defense covers a period extending from the late seventeenth 

century, and Spanish attempts at occupation, to the mid-nineteenth cen

tury advance of American frontier settlement. 

As the Texas frontier pushed into hostile territory 
west of the line of forts established in 1849 and gold-
hungry Texans began to venture beyond federal protection 
to join their counterparts from the rest of the nation 
in California, the need of a new defense line became ap
parent. Between June 24, 1851, and November 16, 1852, 
seven new forts were established along the fringes of 
settlement and the major trails to California.-^ 

Fort McKavett was one of these, serving as a crossroad of the frontier 

and westward migration. 

Fort McKavett may be studied historically from two independent 

viewpoints, which combined may give a clear understanding of the 

garrison's contribution to the frontier scene. Incidents involving 

the post and local civilian settlements give an insight into attitudes 

and issued surrounding the military-civilian relationship. And Fort 

McKavett's relative importance as an integral factor in the military 

establishment as a whole can be determined through its effectiveness 

in protecting the adjacent frontier under its jurisdiction and 

through its provision of men and supplies for the several major cam

paigns which finally removed the Indian threat from West Texas. 

•"•Jerry M. Sullivan, "Fort McKavett, 1852-1883," West Texas 
Historical Association Yearbook, vol. 45 (1969), p. 138. 



Information for this study was accumulated from many sourves. Ori

ginal documentation lay primarily in the official military records of 

the various departmental commands of the federal military organization 

in Texas and correspondence of the post-Civil War governors. Reminis

cences of various civilians, and military and state personnel gave 

support to areas otherwise undocumented. Secondary sources were 

utlized when original documentation was unavailable. 



CHAPTER I 

MILITARY SIGNIFICANCE OF THE SAN SABA VALLEY 

Military interest in the San Saba Valley originated in the 

late seventeenth century, following the first intrusions into 

the area by Spanish missionaries and explorers. Spanish military 

and religious efforts failed in the late eighteenth century, and 

interest was not regenerated until American encroachment upon 

the region in the mid-nineteenth century, culminating in the 

establishment of Fort McKavett. 

The San Saba Valley is situated in West Central Texas, in 

the borderlands between the Edwards Plateau and the "hill coun

try" to the east. The San Saba River, emerging from spring-fed 

creeks as a small stream, flows eastward to the Colorado River, 

a distance of over one hundred miles. The headwaters, on which 

Fort McKavett was established, are about one hundred and fifty 

miles northwest of San Antonio at an altitude of over two thou

sand feet. 

A temperate climate prevails year around, the warm, moist 

atmosphere chilled only by an occasional "blue norther" howling 

southward from the high plains during otherwise mild winters. 

Evidence of the life-supporting fertility of the San Saba 

country is apparent in the abounding varieties of vegetation 

and animal life. Plant life in the vicinity consists of an 

United States Geological Survey Map, State of Texas, 
1:500,000 series, 1965 edition. Copy in Southwest Collection, 
Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas. 



assortment of trees, including pecan, black walnut, live oak, 

and willow, an undergrowth of mesquite and chapparal, the latter 

being the most striking feature of the terrain, and an abundance 

of wild flowers and cactus of all descriptions. 

The animal population, before the encroachment of settlements, 

ranged from bears, deer, javalinas, and cougars to rabbits and 

prairie dogs. On the wing were buzzards, eagles, wild turkeys, 

swans, ducks, and quail, just to name a few- Various reptiles, 

2 
insects, and fish were also plentiful. 

Jumano Indians, traditional traders between the sedentary 

woodlands tribes and the nomads of the western plains, were 

using the lush San Saba country for summer hunting grounds when 

the first Spaniards entered the area in search of souls and 

riches. Father Juan de Salas visited the Jumanos first in 1629, 

probably on the Pecos River, and again in 1632, presumably on 

the Concho River, and converted a number of the tribe to Chris

tianity. Two exploring expeditions, commanded by captains Her

nando Martin and Diego del Castillo in 1650, and Captain Diego 

de Guadalajara in 1654, entered the region and reaped a harvest 

of pearls from the Concho rivers, and reported encountering the 

Jumano tribe. 

2 
Medical History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 1, p. 1, 

National Archives microfilm copy in Southwest Collection, Texas 
Tech University, Lubbock, Texas. 

3 
Odie B. Faulk, Land of Many Frontiers, (New York: Oxford, 

1968), pp. 28-29; Herbert E. Bolton, "The Jumano Indians in 
Texas, 1650-1771," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, vol. 15 
(1911), pp. 68-70. 



After the Pueblo Revolt in New Mexico in 1680, forcing the 

Spaniards to retreat southward to El Paso del Norte, the attention 

of the retrogressors turned to the river valleys of the Conchos 

and San Saba. Father Salas had described the area as fruitful 

ground for the Church, and the Jumano chieftain, Juan Sabeata, 

had made overtures toward the missionaries to establish a permanent 

colony in his homeland. 

In December 1683, Father Nicolas Lopez and Captain Juan Do-

minguez de Mendoza, both prominent leaders in New Mexico, led an 

expedition from El Paso del Norte into Jumano territory. They 

found the Indians friendly and responsive to Christian teaching, 

and built a temporary "bastion," San Clemente, on the San Saba 

River six miles below the future location of Fort McKavett. After 

remaining six weeks, the expedition was forced to withdraw to 

El Paso del Norte because of hostile Apaches, but promised to 

return to establish a permanent settlement. French intrusion 

into Texas forced Spain to concentrate on its more important claims 

in present northeast Texas, and within a few years New Mexico had 

returned to the sphere of Spanish influence, so the San Saba coun-

4 
try was forgotten—for a time. 

By the middle of the eighteenth century the Apache tribe had 

moved into the Edwards Plateau region, displacing the Jumanos and 

Seymour V. Connor, "The Mendoza-Lopez Expedition and the 
Location of San Clemente," West Texas Historical Association 
Yearbook, vol. 45 (1969), pp. 3-29-



providing a new but far less fertile ground for Spanish missionary 

work. The second entry into the San Saba country approached from 

the southeast, from San Antonio, which had been established in 

1718. 

In April 1757, Father Alonzo de Terreros and Don Diego 

Ortiz de Parilla arrived on the San Saba River to establish two 

missions and a presidio among the Apaches. One mission, Santa 

Cruz de San Saba, and the presidio, San Luis de las Amarillas, 

were constructed on opposite sides of the stream about one and 

one-half miles apart, one on each side of present Menard, and 

about fifteen miles downstream from San Clemente. The second mis

sion was not built. This remote establishment had the dual pur

pose of "reducing" the Apaches and protecting them from the hos

tile Northern Tribes, mainly the Comanches. 

Spanish success in the San Saba endeavor, if any success 

could be claimed, was surely short-lived, for in March 1758, a 

hostile force of Comanches penetrated the mission, killed all 

but a few of the inhabitants, including Father Terreros, and put 

it to the torch. Thereafter, the mission was not rebuilt, and 

San Luis de las Amarillas existed in terror of annihilation until 

the project was finally terminated in June 1768, when Don Felipe 

Rabago y Teran withdrew his small force southward. 

Robert S. Weddle, The San Saba Mission, (Austin: University 
of Texas, 1964). 

^Ibid. 



For the second time, the territory along the San Saba was 

returned to the hands of the natives, and national territorial 

claims to the area were to change twice before interest was 

renewed, and a third time before any action was taken toward 

military reoccupation. Spain lost its claim to the San Saba to 

Mexico in 1821, by revolution, and Texas became independent of 

Mexico in 1836, likewise by revolution. 

Until the late 1830's, the only evidence of activity in 

the region was an apocryphal visit to the San Saba Valley by 

James Bowie which stimulated a persistent legend of a lost silver 

mine. But by 1839, the area was again under consideration for 

military occupation. 

Frontier defense posed a serious problem to the Republic of 

Texas, and the method by which it should be handled was a con

troversial issue. President Mirabeau B. Lamar's policy was one 

of forcing the Indians into submission by military action. 

Albert Sidney Johnston, Lamar's Secretary of War, proposed the 

establishment of a group of forts from the Red River to the 

Nueces River, in South Texas, including a garrison at the "old 

Spanish fort" (San Luis de las Amarillas) on the San Saba River. 

Johnston's idea was never effected, and in 1842, when Sam Houston 

returned to office, a more lenient policy of treaty and trade was 

M. E. Francis, Bowie's Lost Mine, (San Antonio: Naylor, 1954) 
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adopted. 

Again the San Saba Valley was ignored, but not for long. 

Two movements soon generated interest in the region, the first 

being westward expansion of frontier settlement, and secondly, 

the wild rush to the California gold fields. 

As early as 1839, with the formation of the San Saba Com

pany by Henry Francis Fisher and Burchard Miller, empresarios 

looked upon the vast region skirting the San Saba River as an 

ideal location for a colony. Fisher and Miller were given a 

contract by the Republic of Texas to colonize the area between 

the Llano and Colorado rivers with immigrants from northern 

Europe. 

By 1847, after Texas had changed hands again through annexa

tion to the United States, Fisher and Miller had transferred 

their interests to the Adelsverein, a German society which was 

sponsoring colonization in Texas, and had settled the New Braun-

fels and Fredericksberg regions farther to the south. One of the 

colonization society's agents. Baron John 0. Meusebach, was 

interested in extending German settlements north beyond the 

Llano River toward the San Saba. In January 1847, Meusebach 

Q 

Army Papers, March 18, 1839, Texas State Library, Archives 
Division, Austin, Texas, as cited in Margaret Bierschwale, Fort 
McKavett, Texas: Post on the San Saba, (Salado, Texas: Anson 
Jones, 1966), p. 20. 

9 
Rudolp'h Leopold Biesele, The History of German Settlements 

in Texas, (Austin: Von Beockmann-Jones, 1930), pp. 76-78. 



went to the San Saba Valley to treat with the Indians. His ex

pedition was soon joined by that of Indian Agent Robert S. 

Neighbors, who was accompanied by the noted scientist, Ferdinand 

Roemer, Together, they parleyed x̂ ith the Indians and explored 

the region, Roemer making the first geological survey of the 

area. The San Saba was then open to settlement, but not completely 

protected from hostile depredations. 

Additional interest in the San Saba country was generated 

when thousands of adventurous Texans began to trek westward to 

seek the wealth of California. Trails with good forage and water 

had to be blazed, and some sort of protection devised for the 

emigrants. On February 12, 1849, Captain William Henry Chase 

Whiting left San Antonio to explore a route from that city to 

the San Saba, thence through the Concho country to the Pecos 

River, and on to El Paso. Accompanying Whiting were fifteen 

seasoned soldiers and guides, one of whom was the noted guide, 

Jos^ Policarpo Rodriguez. Whiting paused on the San Saba to 

examine the "old Spanish Fort," then continued west, camping at 

the headsprings of the river on March 1, 1849. An Indian scare 

during that night resulted in one shot, fired by a sentinel, 

which succeeded in running off the Indians and disquieting the camp. 

The next morning the party departed for the Conchos, continuing 

their search for a usable trail and ideal locations for military 

posts. Whiting's campsite at the headsprings, at the juncture of 

•'•̂ Ibid., pp. 183-188. 
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two large Indian trails, was near where Fort McKavett was to be 

established. 

As a result of his expedition, Captain Whiting submitted a 

recommendation that two thousand mounted troops be furnished to 

garrison the frontier, three hundred to be located at "old Fort 

San Saba" (San Luis de las Amarillas). Also, in a later report 

submitted in March 1850, Whiting set forth his viewpoint on the 

conduct of defense by the military. He called for "outposts 

where the Indians live, instead of where the citizens live," and 

urged "substitution . . . of light cavalry for . . . infantry." 

The young captain displayed his brilliance in military strategy 

on this point, although a similar formula was not adopted until 

the 1870's.-"-̂  

A line of posts was established among the settlements in 

1849, soon after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, ending the 

Mexican War, had been signed. This line extended from Fort 

Duncan, on the Rio Grande, to Fort Worth, and in between were 

forts Inge, Lincoln, Martin Scott, Croghan, Gates, and Graham. 

The nearest to the San Saba were Martin Scott, at Fredericksburg, 

and Croghan, at present Burnet. 

Soon, however, pressure to open up new lands to settlers, and 

"William Henry Chase Whiting, "Journal of William Henry Chase 
Whiting," in Exploring Southwestern Trails, vol. 7 of Southwestern 
Historical Series (12 vols.), ed. by Ralph P. Bieber and Leroy C. 
Hafen, (Glendale: Arthur C. Clarke, 1938), pp. 255-256. 

•"̂ Ibid. , pp. 244, 250. 
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the failure of military defense policy, forced the federal gov

ernment to move its posts westward to more strategic locations. 

Seven new forts were established from June 24, 1851, to November 

18, 1852, including forts Belknap, Phantom Hill, Chadbourne, 

Mason, McKavett, Terrett, and Clark, under orders of Brevet Major 

General Persifor Smith, United States military commander in Texas. 

The first three were established along a westward route from 

northeast Texas laid out in 1849 by Captain Randolph B. Marcy. 

The others were along routes to the west from central Texas. The 

main trails then converged at Fort Davis, and led westward to 

Fort Bliss at El Paso. Both Davis and Bliss were established in 

the reorganization of the frontier defense also. Although they 

were properly located along the well-travelled trails and on the 

fringes of settlement, the posts were not immediately effective 

because the federal government was slow to man then sufficiently 

13 
to give adequate protection. 

Ernest Wallace, Texas in Turmoil, 1849-1875, vol. 4 of The 
Saga of Texas (6 vols.), ed. by Seymour V. Connor, (Austin: Steck-
Vaughn, 1965), pp. 16, 19. 



CHAPTER II 

FORT McKAVETT IN THE FIFTIES 

On December 16, 1851, General Persifor Smith ordered the construc

tion of two more military posts, one on the San Saba River, the other 

on the Concho River. He stated that "that [post] on the San Saba will 

be at the headsprings of that river near the El Paso road and at the 

western extremity of the woodland which lines the river bank." 

The Eighth Infantry, to which the order was directed, was to be 

headquartered at the post on the Concho River, later named Camp John

ston, but on February 16, 1852, before either post was established. 

General Smith ordered the headquarters unit to be located on the 

2 
San Saba. The regiment, commanded by Colonel Thomas Staniford, 

arrived at the headspring on March 14, 1852, and began making plans 

for construction. However, by the end of May of that year, the post 

had been moved about two miles downstream, to a more suitable loca

tion near a large spring at the juncture of the river and a small 

creek. 

The fledgling encampment was first referred to as the "Post, 

General Order 95, Eighth Military District, December 16, 1851, 
RG 94, National Archives. 

2 
General Order 11, Eighth Military District, February 16, 1852, 

RG 94, National Archives. 

3 
Letters Received, Department of Texas, May 17, 1852 (No. R6), 

RG 393, National Archives. 

12 
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or Camp, on the San Saba," but by October 1852, it had been named 

Camp McKavett, and soon thereafter. Fort McKavett. The post was 

so-named in honor of Captain Henry McKavett, a very promising 

young officer of the Eighth Infantry, who was cited for meritorious 

service at the Battle of Resaca de la Palma and was killed in the 

Battle of Monterrey, September 21, 1846, during the Mexican War. 

The Texas military historian, M. L. Crimmins, writes of Captain 

McKavett as having "a literary flare, and his spirited, stylistic, 

verbal sketches of Mexico had wide circulation through the press 

of the country." 

The 640-acre section of land upon which Fort McKavett was 

built was patented by the State of Texas to M. A. Dooley on 

September 28, 1854, by virtue of a Third Class Headright acquired 

in the Fisher-Miller Colony (Survey No. 304). The federal gov

ernment leased the property from Dooley for $600 per year under 

a twenty-year lease agreement signed in December 1855, which also 

stipulated that the government could purchase the land, anytime 

before the expiration of the lease for three dollars per acre. 

Dooley sold the land to Joshua D. Robinson for $4000, on November 

A 
Letters Received, Department of Texas, September 28, 1852 

(No. B75), October 26, 1852 (No. B81), RG 94, National Archives; 
"Brief Histories of U.S. Army Commands and Descriptions of Their 
Records," Microfilm T-912, RG 98, National Archives; M. L. Crimmins, 
"Fort McKavett, Texas," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, vol. 
38 (1934), pp. 36-37. Henry McKavett graduated from the United 
States Military Academy on July 1, 1834, ranking twenty-fourth in 
his class. He was commissioned a 2nd Lieutenant of the 7th Infan
try on the date of his graduation; 1st Lieutenant on December 25, 
1837; and Captain of the 8th Infantry on October 1, 1840. Francis 
B. Heitman, Historical Register and Dictionary of the United 
States Army, (Washington: G.P.O., 1903), p. 670. 
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15, 1858. The same lease arrangement applied to Robinson and 

the other owners of the Fort McKavett military reservation which 

totalled 2300 acres.^ 

Construction during the first year set the basic outline of 

the post, although various buildings were altered or added to 

the complex during the pre-Civil War period. The first structures 

were five barracks for quartering the infantrymen. Three were 

located on the north side of a four-hundred foot square parade 

ground, and the other two were on the northwest and northeast 

corners. A hospital southwest of the parade area; a number of 

kitchens, utilized as temporary officer's quarters, on the south, 

west, and east sides; and a quartermaster's store to the north

east of the central complex were constructed also. A blacksmith 

shop, presumably built near the quartermaster's, burned in 1855. 

Materials used in construction were stone, quarried locally, and 

wood, mostly pecan and oak, cut near the post. During the first 

year, the barracks were without floors, glass windows,or doors, 

but material for these purposes was later freighted one hundred 

miles from Fredericksburg. The soldiers of each company per

formed the labors of construction, quarrying the stone, cutting 

the wood, and erecting the buildings used by their respective 

Menard County Land Deed Records, Menard, Texas, vol. 1, 
pp. 129, 199; Abstract of All Original Texas Land Titles, 8 
vols. (Austin: General Land Office, 1942), vol, 7, p. 470; 
C. C. Rister (ed.), "Documents Relating to General W. T. Sherman's 
Southern Plains Indian Policy," Panhandle-Plains Historical 
Review, vol. 9 (1936), p. 16. 
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companies and officers. In addition to the duties of building 

their own garrison, Fort McKavett's troops also cut shingles to 

supply roofing for Fort Chadbourne, one hundred miles to the 

north. 

By 1856, the hospital had been moved to the barracks at 

the northwest corner of the parade ground, and the barracks at 

the northeast corner was then the commissary store. New construc

tion consisted of a permanent guard house, laundress' quarters, 

additional kitchens, an adjutant's office, officer's quarters, a 

new two-story quarters for the commanding officer, a sutler's 

store, a bakery, and a mule yard. Before the fort's abandonment 

in 1859, the hospital had been relocated in its original building 

southwest of the main area of the post. 

The best descriptions of Fort McKavett during the 1850s 

came from the reports of two inspections, the first by Colonel 

W. G. Freeman on August 19, 1853, the other by Colonel J. K. F. 

Mansfield, July 20-22, 1856. Colonel Freeman found the garrison 

to be in good general condition, although still under construction. 

He commented that the arms and clothing of the battalion were not 

M. L. Crimmins (ed.), "Notes and Documents, W. G. Freeman's 
Report on the Eighth Military Department," Southwestern Historical 
Quarterly, vol. 53 (1949), pp.308, 312; vol. 54 (1950), p. 209; 
Letters Received, Department of Texas, n.d. (No. B 20 1/2), RG 393, 
National Archives. 

Plat reproduced in M. L. Crimmins (ed.), "Col, J. K. F. 
Mansfield's Report of the Department of Texas in 1856," South
western Historical Quarterly, vol. 42 (1939), p. 366; Medical 
History of Post, vol. 1, p. 1. 
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uniform, which created an inconvenience in instruction and a 

distractive appearance during parades. The arms of the troops 

Q 

varied from muskets to rifles, even within individual platoons. 

Freeman found the one company of mounted infantry of forty-

six men, commanded by Lieutenant Robert G. Cole, to have only 

thirty serviceable horses, and to be "wretchedly equipped, being 

deficient in many essential articles and without means of keeping 

in order those on hand." Lieutenant Cole reported that he had 

made the necessary requisitions for needed equipment but they had 

been rejected on the grounds that the company was to be dismounted 

Colonel Freeman commented, "I hope the measure may be carried out 

generally, for its now everywhere conceded that the experiment 

9 
of mounting infantry has not been successful." 

The clothing of the troops proved to be as diverse as the 

arms. The old issue uniforms had to be worn until the supply 

on hand was exhausted, but some of the infantrymen did have .new 

issue caps. Freeman also reported that time for drill and 

instruction were limited to a great extent, "insubordinated 

[sic], perhaps necessarily, to the labours of the axe, saw, 

and hammer." 

o 

Crimmins, "Freeman's Report," vol. 53, p. 311. 

^Ibid., p. 312. 10 
Ibid. 
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One of the major problems noted by Freeman, which he found 

prevalent throughout the Eighth Military Department, was the 

large number of prisoners confined in the guard house. Many of 

the men had been imprisoned several months, either awaiting 

sentence or trial. The colonel placed the blame for the exces

sive number of prisoners on poor communications between posts, 

creating difficulties in assembling courts martial. He was 

aware of the injustice to those men whose pre-trial confine

ment would exceed the measure of punishment for their crimes, 

and the even greater injustice to those who might be acquitted. 

The subsistence department, commanded by Lieutenant Thomas 

Klugh Jackson, was spending an average of $400.00 per month for 

fresh beef and whiskey. The contract price for beef, issued 

six days of every ten, was four and nine-tenths cents per pound. 

The small quantity of rations on hand cost twenty-one and one-

half cents per ration. The primary complaint of Lieutenant 

Jackson was the unreasonable cost of flour and pork, which 

were transported without expense from the military depot at 

12 
Indianola by military freighters. 

Colonel Freeman found the quartermaster's department, also 

commanded by Lieutenant Jackson, in good order, reporting that 

the lieutenant was an efficient officer and commending his 

records and bookkeeping ability. Fort McKavett received all 

Ibid. 

12 
Ibid., p. 313. 
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13 

quartermaster's supplies from the San Antonio depot except lum

ber, coal, fuel, and hay. The first three were obtained locally 

by the troops, but hay was delivered by contract for $8.60 per 

ton. The only shortage noted in the department was corn, which 

was procured by contract for one dollar per bushel. The post 

required 600 bushels per month. Transportation for the garrison 

consisted of eight six-mule wagons with teams and nine pack horses 

The only employee of the quartermaster, other than extra-duty 

soldiers occupied with construction, was an unidentified civilian 

guide and interpreter, who was paid $40 and rations per month. 

Assistant Surgeon S. Wylie Crawford reported to Colonel 

Freeman on the medical situation of the post. During the year 

ending June 30, 1853, 1,043 cases were treated. "Intermittent 

fever" accounted for 455; digestive problems, 184; pulmonary 

and respiratory ailments, 53. The remaining cases were due to 

other assorted ills and injuries. In addition. Dr. Crawford 

delivered five babies to the wives of officers and men during 

the year. He sought to explain the high incidence of illness 

by stating that 

the recent occupation of a new country; the expo
sure at night in tents; the exposure to the night 
air; and the existence of large bodies of water 
in the vicinity, have no doubt contributed largely 
to the existence of these affections. The command 
is now well quartered and the observation of 

Ibid. 
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another year may show a great difference in the 
number reported.-^^ 

Crawford attributed the absence of scurvy at the post to his 

early recommendation of the inclusion of "young poke," "wild lamb 

lettuce," and watercress in the diet of the troops. By the time 

of Freeman's inspection a post garden was flourishing with an 

abundance of vegetables for this purpose. 

At the conclusion of his inspection, Colonel Freeman set 

out for Fort Terrett, thirty miles to the south. He commented 

on the absence of a serviceable road, and recommended that one 

1 6 
be built immediately. 

Many of the problems of organization and deficiencies evi

dent in Colonel Freeman's report stexmned from the lack of pre

paredness of the United States military establishment to cope 

with difficulties never before encountered in the maintenance 

of such a far-ranging defense system. The infant Eighth Military 

Department suffered acutely from these problems, but as the decade 

of the fifties wore on, difficulties began to be eased through 

reorganization, such as the replacement of infantry with a mounted 

dragoon regiment, and through improvements in transportation 

Ibid. , p. 314; "Fort McKavett State Historic Park, Menard 
County, Texas," Typescript Study by the Texas Department of Parks 
and Wildlife, Austin, Texas, April, 1969, p. 8. Copy in possession 
of author. 

•^^Crimmins, "Freeman's Report," Vol. 53, pp.313, 315. 

^^Ibid., p. 315. 
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routes facilitating communication and supply movement. 

On July 20, 1856, Colonel Joseph K. F. Mansfield arrived 

at Fort McKavett during an inspection tour of the department, 

which had been renamed the Department of Texas. His report in

dicated that a marked improvement in equipment and operations 

had occurred since Colonel Freeman's inspection. He noted that 

both companies of infantry garrisoned at the post were in good 

order, well-equipped, and well-quartered. The hospital, under 

the supervision of Assistant Surgeon John Rowe Smith, was well-

supplied and had treated few cases of illness, except for a 

small outbreak of scurvy which resulted from the failure of the 

post garden, due to drought. 

^ The quartermaster and commissary departments, both commanded 

by Lieutenant Samuel B. Holabird, were found to be functioning 

well and to have ample equipment and supplies. Employees of the 

quartermaster were extra-duty troopers; eight teamsters, two 

herders and one carpenter. The property of the quartermaster 

was listed as four wagons, one ambulance, one horse, and forty-

eight mules. Ordnance, stored in the quartermaster's store, 

consisted of one brass mountain howitzer, seventy spherical case 

shot, sixteen cannister shot, and eighteen fixed shells for 

the howitzer. Of these, Mansfield condemned six cannisters and 

twelve spherical case shot. Fuel and hay were procured by details 

""•̂ Crimmins, "Mansfield's Report," vol. 42, pp. 362-364, 
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of soldiers, and the price of corn on contract was then $1.60 

per bushel. The commissary was reported by Colonel Mansfield to 

be well-maintained, and his report reflects the diet offered the 

garrison by this department. Among the supplies on hand, in 

addition to the ever present fresh beef, were "texican" beans, 

bacon, salt beef, hard bread, flour, rice, sugar, and "krout." 

Mansfield indicated that a sutler at the post, named Lane, sup

plied other food items, tobacco, and whiskey to the troopers at 

their expense. He also noted that the post bakery made "good 

bread. "-̂ ^ 

In a general statement. Colonel Mansfield commented that 

"this command is in good discipline and well-commanded . . . ." 

In addition he stated: 

This is undoubtedly an important post in the chain 
and should be maintained; it is probably 100 miles 
in advance of the population westward for many years 
-to come.^^ 

Colonel Mansfield's last statement reflects his lack of fore

sight in relation to the force of the frontier movement in Texas. 

Although the road from Fort McKavett to the Llano River, 

toward San Antonio, was completed by April 1853, transportation 

and communication still proved slow, expensive, and troublesome. 

Hired transportation from San Antonio cost $1.07 per hundred pounds. 

The paymaster to Fort McKavett in 1853, Major G. C. Hutter, made 

•'•̂ Ibid., pp. 363-364. 

•'•̂ Ibid,, pp. 364-365. 
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his 600 mile trip only three times each year to pay the troops. 

On January 1, 1854, a new two-month pay policy was made operative. 

In 1856, the paymaster. Major R. H. Chilton, required a four-

mule ambulance, four to six pack mules for camping supplies and 

equipment, and up to twenty men with rations for protection on 

his bimonthly tours. Chilton stated, "there seems to be no way 

20 
of avoiding this expense under the present state of the Country." 

Express mail experienced similar difficulties and relied on 

individual posts to provide much of the transportation required. 
> 

On December 15, 1853, the headquarters of the department issued [ 
1 

an order that expresses from San Antonio to the "upper" posts 

will be dispatched by the Assistant Quartermaster ; 
. . . only as far as Fort McKavett. From that point ;; 
to the other posts, the mails will be carried by I 
detail from the different garrisons. I 

The command at Fort McKavett was fortunate at this time to re

ceive direct mail, but in July 1857, a new route was ordered 

which carried the mail to newly-established Camp Colorado. Fort 

McKavett had to supply an express rider to pick up the mail at 

21 
Fort Mason, as well as to deliver out-bound dispatches. 

Life at the remote garrison was none too exciting during the 

pre-Civil War decade for the troopers who were stationed there. 

20 
Letters Received, Eighth Military District, April 22, 1853 

(No. M15), RG 393, National Archives; Crimmins, "Freeman's Report," 
vol. 51, pp. 168, 171; Crimmins, "Mansfield's Report," vol. 42, 
p. 140. 

21 
Special Order 125, Department of Texas, December 15, 1853; 

Special Order 89, Department of Texas, July 15, 1857, RG 94, 
National Archives. 
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Culture and entertainment were virtually non-existent. When the 

headquarters of the Eighth Infantry was assigned to Fort McKavett 

in 1852, the regimental band accompanied it to the garrison, but 

this small bit of culture marched away to Fort Chadbourne in 

March 1853. A spiritual outlet was provided about this time, 

however, as an Episcopalian minister, John Fish, arrived at the 

post to assume duties of chaplain and schoolmaster. In 1854, 

there seemed to be some cultural development in the way of enter

tainment. On November 16, during one of his bimonthly tours to 

pay the troops. Major Albert Sidney Johnston, who had assumed the 

duty of paymaster for Fort McKavett's district in July 1854, 

attended the "theatre" that night to be entertained by ten or fif

teen soldiers. Johnston, who supposedly received orders to re

port to Louisville, Kentucky, to assume command of the newly f' 

organized Second Cavalry while at Fort McKavett, referred to the 

22 
post as "prairie dog city." 

The remoteness of Fort McKavett, as well as the other fron

tier garrisons, surely created a feeling of-, loneliness among the 

troopers. The monotony of duty was broken only by an occasional 

scout or dress parade; it was a life from which there were only 

two avenues of escape—taking to heavy drinking or "going over the 

22 
" F o r t McKavett State Historic Park," p. 10; M. L. Crimmins 

(ed.), "Extract from the Diary of Charles A. Crosby;" West Texas 
Historical Association Yearbook, vol. 17 (1941), p. 106; General 
Order 23, Department of Texas, July 24, 1854, RG 94, National Ar
chives; Arrie Barrett, "Western Frontier Forts of Texas, 1845-
1861," West Texas Historical Association Yearbook., vol. 7 (1931), 
p. 129. 
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hill." These two offenses were the most frequent brought before 

courts martial which convened upon need, or when enough officers 

could be assembled, at all the frontier posts, and Fort McKavett 

was no exception. The first court at Fort McKavett convened 

April 4, 1853. Several cases were tried, some misdemeanors, 

mostly drunkeness, and desertions. Punishments were set to fit 

the crime, from forfeitures of a portion of pay to dishonorable 

discharges. Desertion could mean death if committed under fire, 

but usually sentences called for either a dishonorable discharge 

or a "D" branded on the hip. On another occasion at Fort McKavett 

in July 1857, sentences ranged from forfeiture of pay and allowances 

23 
to "fifty lashes on his back, well laid on with a rawhide." 

Three regiments served at Fort McKavett during the decade 

of the fifties: the Eighth Infantry, the Second Dragoons, and 

the First Infantry. As previously noted the Eighth Infantry was * 

the first to appear on the San Saba River, March 14, 1852, and 

built the first structures. Major Pitcaim Morrison relieved 

Colonel Thomas Staniford shortly after the arrival of the first 

troops and maintained command until Colonel Edmund B. Alexander 

replaced him in May 1853. On January 26, 1854, the Eighth Infantry 

was removed, and Colonel Charles A. May's Second Dragoons occu

pied the post, with May assuming command on February 4. The 

dragoon regiment remained at the post until August 15, 1855, 

General Court Martial Order 20, March 20, 1853, as cited 
in Bierschwale, Fort McKavett, p. 36; Letters Sent, Department 
of Texas, July 28, 1857 (No. 286), RG 393, National Archives. 
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when Lieutenant Colonel Henry Bainbridge arrived with the head

quarters of the First Infantry to assume command, and the Second 

Dragoons were ordered to proceed to Fort Riley, Kansas. Colonel 

Bainbridge obviously did not care for frontier duty, and subse

quently, early in 1856, requested that the headquarters of the 

First Infantry be transferred to San Antonio. The request was 

refused. On May 31, 1857, Bainbridge, who had received a leave 

of absence, died in a fire at sea aboard the steamer, "Louisiana." 

In October 1857, the First Infantry Headquarters, which had been 

temporarily moved to Fort Duncan, was returned to Fort McKavett 

with Lieutenant Colonel Gouveneur Morris in command. The First 

24 
Infantry remained at the post until its abandonment in 1859. 

There has been a persistent legend that General Robert E. 

Lee at one time commanded the garrison at Fort McKavett. Available 

records show this legend to be rumor only, although he did command 

several Texas posts. However, Lee's nephew, Fitzhugh Lee, as a 

Second Lieutenant, did make an appearance at Fort McKavett early 

25 
in 1858, accompanying new recruits to Fort Chadbourne. 

Special Order 41, Eighth Military District, May 13, 1853; 
Special Order 60, Department of Texas, June 6, 1855; Special Order 
48, Department of Texas, April 11, 1857; Special Order 130, Depart
ment of Texas, October 8, 1857; RG 94, National Archives; Letters 
Received, Department of Texas, February 5, 1854 (No. M9), August 14, 
1855 (No. B64), RG 393, National Archives; Letters Sent, Department 
of Texas, May 26, 1856 (No. 146), June 6, 1857 (No. 203), RG 393, 
National Archives. 

Special Order 162, Department of Texas, December 28, 1857, 
RG 94, National Archives. 
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The protection offered by military occupation of the upper 

San Saba Valley caused the few frontiersmen in the area to seek 

the security of the fort to conduct their trade, spelling doom to 

Mud Flats, a trading store about three miles downstream. Protec

tion was much needed in this region where a small party of Ton-

kawas and three Comanche bands, those of San-a-co, Buffalo Hump, 

") ft 
and Yellow Wolf, were active. 

Military activity against hostile Indians at Fort McKavett 

during the fifties was concentrated in scouting excursions and 

pursuit of occasional raiding parties. Very little detailed in

formation exists relating to specific military operations at 

Fort McKavett during this period, due to the loss of the Post 

Records during the federal abandonment of Texas upon the seces

sion of the state. The few documents that have survived were 

found in the records of the departmental headquarters, and were 

general in nature, for the most part. 

The first punitive expedition of record from Fort McKavett 

was sent to the field in July 1852, by Major^Pitcairn Morrison, 

with results unknown. The absence of a serious Indian threat 

at that time was illustrated in February 1853, when Major Morrison 

reported that Yellow Wolf and his band of Comanches had visited 

26 
N. H. Pierce and N. E. Brown, The Free State of Menard: 

A History of the County, (Menard: Menard News Press, 1946), 
p. 66; Crimmins, "Freeman's Report," vol. 51, p. 171; vol. 53, 
p. 444. 
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the post. Perhaps the Indians were, at first, hesitant to con

duct raids, until the strength and effectiveness of the mili

tary intruders was clear to them. Pursuit of raiding parties 

was difficult before 1854, as the garrisons consisted of infantry 

while the mounted hostiles were extremely mobile. Therefore 

scouts were kept in motion consistently in efforts to curtail 

Indian depredations. These scouts were successful on occasion 

in capturing a few Indian ponies, as was one scout reported by 

27 
Captain J. V. Bomford in December 1853. 

The first effort by the Department of Texas to organize and 

regulate the overall movement of troops in the field, as a re

sult of increasing Indian activity, occurred after the new posts 

had been completed, releasing most of the troops for campaign 

duty, and after the mounted Second Dragoons had been garrisoned 

on the frontier. On April 21, 1854, General Smith issued the 

following order: 

All the disposable force at Forts Inge, McKavett, 
and Chadbourne, will immediately take the field, 
in detachments of 15 men each, and patrol the 
country in the vicinity of the line of those posts, 
from the Nueces [River] to Fort Chadbourne . . . . 

';. The parties from Fort Inge will extend their exam
ination to the Llano [River]; those from Fort Mc
Kavett as far south as the Llano, and north to 
the Concho [River]; and those from Fort Chadbourne 

f 
5 

ft 

27 
Letters Received, Department of Texas, July 13, 1852 

(No. M41), March 1, 1853 (No. MIO), December 20, 1853 (No. 
B113), RG 393, National Archives. 
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a short distance south of the Concho. 

However, depredations were not halted, as evidenced by reports 

28 
from Fort McKavett in June 1854. 

The continued hostile activities brought a further statement 

from departmental headquarters on September 1, 1854: 

One dragoon company from each of the northern posts. 
Forts Belknap, Chadbourne, and McKavett . . . will 
be kept in motion within suitable limits, for the 
detection and pursuit of marauding parties of 
Indians.^° 

But the military move was not as significant a deterrent to 

Indian depredations as was the oncoming winter, since the Indians 

rarely raided during the winter months. In late February and 

early March 1855, the Indians resumed their forays into the set

tled areas of central Texas. This renewed activity brought 

forth another directive from the department on March 15: 

The garrisons of Forts Belknap, Chadbourne, and 
McKavett, will send out frequent scouting parties 
for the security of the settlements, and to pur
sue and attack Indians committing depredations. 
At all posts these are to be considered the pri
mary duties of the troops; those of police and 
the protection of public property being merely 
accessory in their object and secondary in im-

t 
J 

portance 30 

oo 

Special Order 52, Department of Texas, April 21, 1854, 
RG 94, National Archives; Letters Received, Department of Texas, 
June 18, 1854 (No. N7), June 29, 1854 (No. T7), RG 393, National 
Archives. 
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Special Order 104, Department of Texas, September 1, 1854, 
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^^Special Order 27, Department of Texas, March 15, 1855, 
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In 1856, events took a new turn as several of the hostile 

bands agreed to be placed on two reservations on the Brazos 

River near Fort Belknap, and confident of their actions, the 

army transferred the Second Dragoons to the Kansas frontier, 

returning foot-soldiers to the Texas frontier—the First Infan

try. However, depredations did not cease completely, resulting 

in further orders from the department on May 5, 1856, calling 

for two detachments of infantry from Fort McKavett to be deployed, 

one along the Llano River, the other along Kickapoo Creek, a 

tributary of the Concho River about twenty-five miles north of 

the post. These detachments were ordered to move four to six 

,,31 

miles per day, scouting for signs of Indians "believed to be 

lurking about the headwaters of the Concho, San Saba, and Llano. 

Records do not indicate any significant results of this 

operation, other than to raise the ire of the departmental com

mander. Apparently one of the scouts from Fort McKavett discovered 

a twelve-hour-old Indian sign, reported it, but did nothing else. 

The department did not think this action proper, stating that 

"to exploit the sign, one would be satisfied that the Indians 

were not still lurking about the place, or ascertain the direction 

they had taken." Consequently, the order for the operation. 

^"^Special Order 53, Department of Texas, May 5, 1856, RG 94, 
National Archives. 
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intended to be terminated in the middle of July, was extended 

32 
through the end of August, 1856. 

Shortly after this episode, in November, another detachment, 

of twenty-five men, was deployed to occupy a position at or near 

old Fort Terrett, which had been abandoned in 1854. No known 

results were gained by this action either. 33 

About this time, in the fall of 1856, a small troop of soldiers 

from Camp Verde, in pursuit of a party of Indians who had stolen 

stock in that region, arrived at Fort McKavett about one o'clock 

in the morning, led by Jose Policarpo Rodriguez. The group had 

encountered the Indians and engaged in a fight from which they 

were forced to retreat. One of the two wounded men, a trooper 

named Martin, died before dawn, and the party left immediately 

to return to Camp Verde. No action was taken on this matter from 

34 
Fort McKavett. 

The United States Army was not the only military force par

ticipating in the defense of the frontier at the time, as state 

troops were in the field, also. Captain John S. Ford's "Rangers" 

were active in the Fort McKavett region in the spring of 1858, 

32 
Letters Sent, Department of Texas, July 8, 1856 (No. 193), 

RG 393, National Archives; Special Order 86, Department of Texas, 
July 8, 1856, RG 94, National Archives. 

Special Order 129, Department of Texas, November 11, 1856, 
RG 94, National Archives. 

Jose Policarpo Rodriguez and D. W. Carter, The Old Guide, 
His Life in His Own Words, ed. by G. B. Winton (Nashville and 
Dallas: Publishing House of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South 
n.d.), reprinted in Old West, vol. 5 (1968), p. 91. 
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and the department issued specific orders for the post to give 

^ ,, 35 

full support to the state forces when needed. 

By this time, however, Indian activity had diminished in 

the San Saba Valley and adjacent areas, and was concentrated 

further north along the frontier. The region was beginning to 

be settled, Menard County (the location of Fort McKavett) being 

created on March 22, 1858. Taking into consideration both trends, 

the Department of Texas decided to abandon Fort McKavett and 

several other garrisons. 

General David E. Twiggs, who had replaced Smith as commander 

of the Department of Texas, issued the order for abandonment on 

February 5, 1859: 

Fort McKavett will be abandoned, and companies "C" 
and "F", 1st Infantry will proceed to the camp near 
Camp Cooper [near the Brazos River reservations] 
. . . . All the public stores at the abandoned posts, 
not required for the use of the different commands 
will be sent to this city [San Antonio]. . . . " 

The order was executed on March 22, 1859, by Captain J. B. Plummer, 

and the defense of the San Saba Valley fell into the hands of the 

37 
state forces and the local settlers. 

35 
Letters Sent, Department of Texas, February 10, 1858 

(No. 55), RG 393, National Archives. 

Walter P. Webb (ed.). Handbook of Texas, 2 vols., (Austin: 
Texas State Historical Association, 1952), vol. 2, p. 171. 
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Although the military defense system which had been esta

blished on the Texas frontier seemed ineffective, the Indians 

did maintain a respectable distance and did not force an outright 

confrontation. Had the military reinforced the frontier with a 

larger number of troops and maintained mounted regiments through

out the period, the venture might have been more productive 

against the highly-mobile Indian forces. The nominal success of 

the military during the decade may be measured by the acute in

crease in Indian hostilities and depredations which occurred 

after all the federal military forces were withdrawn from the 

frontier when Texas cast its lot with the Confederacy in 1861. 



CHAPTER III 

A DECADE OF WAR, TERROR, AND REORGANIZATION 

On January 28, 1861, the Texas Secession Convention assembled in 

Austin over the protestations of Governor Sam Houston who had attempted 

to block the action. The convention, presided over by Oran M. Roberts, 

appointed a Committee of Public Safety, chaired by John C. Robertson, 

to serve as an interim governing body. This committee deemed the 

surrender of federal property in Texas necessary, as stated in a re

port to Roberts: 

. . . the Committee, believing that it would be of the 
highest importance to secure . . . the property of the 
United States . . . . [The presence of] about two thou
sand eight hundred United States regular troops . . . 
under command of United States officers, was dangerous 
to the welfare and safety of the State . . . .̂  

Four commissioners, Samuel A. Maverick, Thomas J. Devine, Phil

ip N. Luckett, and James H. Rogers were appointed to facilitate the 

3 
seizure of all United States property within the state. The 

Sam Houston, former Governor of and Congressman from Tennessee, 
hero of San Jacinto, and first elected President of the Republic of 
Texas, had been elected Governor of Texas on an independent pro-
Union ticket in 1858, and tried to block the Secession Convention 
through the State Legislature, but failed. Seymour V. Connor, Texas, 
A History (New York: Crowell, 1971), p. 193. 

2 
"Report of the Committee of Public Safety to 0. M. Roberts, 

President of the Convention," in Major J. T. Sprague, The Treachery 
in Texas, and the Secession of Texas, and the Arrest of United States 
Officers and Soldiers Serving in Texas (New York: New York State 
Historical Society, 1862), p. 111. 

^Ibid., p. 112. 
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four men sent a directive to General Twiggs, demanding the surrender 

of all federal facilities. Twiggs, a Southern sympathizer, res

ponded on February 18, 1861, with the order: 

The State of Texas having demanded . . . the delivery 
of military posts and public property . . . the posts 
will be evacuated by their garrisons, and these will 
take up . . . their line of march out of Texas by way 
of the coast.'̂  

The commanding general was dismissed for his actions. 

The Committee of Public Safety immediately set out to protect 

the frontier. The need for protection was expressed in a report 

by Roberts on March 6, 1861, to the Convention: 

. . . the United States troops stationed on the Indian 
frontier . . . have been removed . . . . The moral 
[sic] of their presence to prevent Indian depreda
tions having been destroyed, it is thought that the 
frontier is in most imminent danger . . . . The Com
mittee believe that the people along the whole line 
of the frontier are true and loyal to the cause of 
the South, and look with intense anxiety for the 
Convention to furnish them with immediate and prompt 
protection . . . [and the Committee] instruct me to 
report an Ordinance for the raising of volunteer 
forces . . . . 

The Secession Convention reacted by placing the problem of 

frontier defense in the hands of Colonel Ben McCulloch and by 

asking the state legislature to issue $300,000 of ten-year, eight 

percent bonds exclusively for frontier protection, which it did. 

McCulloch responded to his appointment by delegating the duty to 

General Order 5, Department of Texas, February 18, 1861, 
RG 94, National Archives. 

Sprague, Treachery in Texas, p. 122. 
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his brother. Colonel Henry E. McCulloch, who had acted as an 

agent of the Committee of Public Safety in receiving the federal 

property at several of the frontier garrisons. McCulloch was 

placed in command of the newly-organized First Texas Mounted 

Riflemen, ordered by the convention to defend the frontier. The 

regiment was garrisoned in the old federal posts from Fort Mason 

to the Red River. 

On January 11, 1862, the bond issue was repealed after only 

$16,000 had been funded. Then in February, Texas organized another 

mounted force to join the many already engaged in the War Between 

the States in the East, and also called for the First Texas Mounted 

Riflemen to enter the eastern conflict. Governor Francis R. Lubbock, 

who had replaced Houston as the head of state government, refused 

to let the new regiment be mustered unless it replaced the Mounted 

Riflemen on the frontier. The state legislature capitulated to 

Lubbock's wishes, and the Frontier Regiment Texas Cavalry assumed 

the duties of defending the frontier against hostile depredations. 

With a strength of 1,240 men, under Colonel James N. Norris, the 

cavalry regiment occupied twelve camps running from the juncture 

of the Big Wichita and the Red River to Fort McKavett. The areas 

between the camps were patrolled twice each day, on look-out for 

H. P. N. Gammel (comp.). The Laws of Texas, 1822-1897, 10 vols. 
(Austin: Gammel, 1898), vol. 5, p. 360; Henry McCorry Henderson, 
Texas in the Confederacy (San Antonio: Naylor, 1955), p. 141. 
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marauding Indians. 

There is no documentation to support the fact that Confederate 

forces garrisoned Fort McKavett, but they must have been active in 

the area from time to time in conducting their periodic patrols 

along the defense line. 

Governor Lubbock was under constant pressure to send the 

Frontier Regiment to the war in the east, but he doggedly refused 

to do so. In November 1863, after Pendleton Murrah assumed the 

governorship, the frontier cavalry was recalled and sent to bolster 

the Confederate States forces, which, by the winter of 1863, were 

in dire need of fresh reinforcements. This action by Murrah left 

the frontier defenseless, except for that which could be mustered 

by the frontiersmen themselves, already thinned in numbers by the 

o 

call to serve the "cause of the South." 

Even with a substantial force provided temporarily by the 

Confederate State of Texas, the overall protection of the frontier 

was reduced, and after the force was removed the Indians grew 

bolder with the absence of a strong military establishment. On 

the frontier as a whole, the fringes of settlement receded up to 

one hundred miles in some areas, but the scattered settlers around 

Fort McKavett held their ground. 

Gammel, Laws of Texas, vol. 5, p. 488; Henderson, Texas in 
the Confederacy, p. 142. 

Henderson, Texas in the Confederacy, p. 142. 
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During the four years of war, the post was occupied by fewer 

than a dozen families of hardy frontiersmen. The men kept guard 

over their families and animals, as incessant warfare against 

the hostiles was maintained. Robert Robinson, a member of the 

family who owned the land at Fort McKavett, resided in the com

manding officer's quarters during the war and early post-war years. 

Other families lived in other buildings, using unoccupied struc-

9 
tures as barns, cowpens, and pigpens. 

Throughout the troublesome sixties, small Indian raids were 

frequent as the redmen roamed at will, untouched and generally 

unpursued. Tlie major raid in the vicinity of Fort McKavett occurred 

on August 6, 1866, as several hundred Comanches swarmed into the 

area and made off with 15,000 head of cattle and horses. An army 

troop had moved through the region two or three days prior to the 

raid, and a Mexican lad, named Augustine, mounted a horse at the 

abandoned post and pursued the soldiers to ask their assistance. 

Upon overtaking them, he was told that they were not on orders 

to fight Indians, but only a reconnaissance expedition to survey 

the frontier. The lad returned with the news, so fifty-two men 

managed to secure enough animals to set out in pursuit. Their 

pursuit was futile, perhaps luckily, for an encounter with the 

9 
Edith Black Wilson, ̂  Those Days: Memories of the Edwards 

Plateau (San Antonio: Naylor, 1950), p. 11; Medical History of 
Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 1, p. 1. 
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marauders could have proved disastrous, since they were outnumbered 

u -1 10 heavily. 

From the onset of increased Indian depredations after the Con

federate forces evacuated the frontier, the settlers persistently 

petitioned for help, but the collapsing Confederate government 

could afford little assistance. After Lee's surrender at the 

Appomattox Court House and federal forces reentered Texas, early 

pleas fell on deaf ears, as the military was preoccupied with 

regaining and maintaining control of the state's operations, as 

well as amassing troops on the Rio Grande in response to the 

French Intervention in Mexico. 

The first Reconstruction Governor, Andrew Jackson Hamilton, 

was the recipient of many of the outcries for military protection. 

Hamilton responded with the excuse that the State Treasury was 

depleted. Among the petitions was one from the frontier in the 

vicinity of Parker and Palo Pinto counties in October 1865: 

The undersigned citizens of Parker, Palo Pinto, 
. . . and other contiguous Frontier counties would 
respectfully represent, that, in these counties, there 
are not left [more] than twenty five hundred families 
. . . . That since the disbanding of the militia, 
. . . depredations and barbarities have increased, 
and, within the last four months, many of our most 
enterprising citizens have been butchered, and thou
sands of horses and cattle driven off—and that with
out some timely remedy, these depredations and atro
cities must inevitably become more extensive and alarming. 

"Reminiscence of Whittle Vaughn Noguess," in Pierce and 
Brown, Free State of Menard, pp. 150-151. 
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Under the circumstances, not having the right 
to combine for our own defense, and the State Govern
ment not being in a condition to afford us protection, 
we would most respectfully ask of the military autho
rities, that a sufficient force of U.S. Cavalry be 
stationed at Fort Belknap, and at such other points 
along the line of our Frontier, as to the Federal 
authorities may appear most suitable, so as to afford 
as ample protection as possible to the lives and 
property of the citizens of these Frontier Counties 
• • • • 

Beseiged with such requests for protection. Governor Hamil

ton began to try to stimulate action on the part of the military. 

He appealed in November 1865, to Colonel George Armstrong Custer, 

one of the military commanders in Texas, to initiate patrols of 

the frontier. Upon a second request by Hamilton, Custer agreed 

to do so. The governor also appealed to General Philip H. Sheri

dan, commander of the Military Division of the Southwest stationed 

in New Orleans, to take action, but Sheridan's reply said the 

12 
matter would have to be referred to General Ulysses S. Grant. 

Regardless of the slowness of the military to respond to 

the request of the frontiersmen, by November 1866, there were a 

few troops garrisoned on the frontier, as evidenced by a request 

from the citizens of Gillespie County asking that the troops then 

Petition from the "citizens of Parker, Palo Pinto . . . 
and other contiguous counties . . . ."to Andrew Jackson Hamilton, 
July 29, 1865, copy in Governor's Papers, Correspondence (Andrew 
Jackson Hamilton), Archives Division, Texas State Library, Austin, 
Texas. 

12 
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at old Fort Martin Scott at Fredericksburg not be removed to Fort 

Mason, as indicated, or if they were to be moved, requesting that 

they be replaced. On December 1, 1866, Brigidier General Jona

than P. Hatch, commanding the Fourth Cavalry, issued an order dis

persing the regiment along the western frontier, from the Rio 

Grande to the Colorado River, with garrisons to be maintained at 

Fort Clark, Fort Inge, Camp Verde, and Fort Mason. The troops at 

Fort Mason were ordered "to make a camp on the San Saba [River], 

and scout the country from the Llano [River] to the Colorado 

[River]." Military movement was slow but by t'he end of 1866, the 

frontier was beginning to regain a measure of its pre-war protec-

tion. 

In the spring of 1867, Captain E. J. Strang, Quartermaster 

General of the Department of Texas, was ordered to put the fron

tier posts "in proper order for the reception of troops." After 

Strang returned to military headquarters at San Antonio from an 

extended tour of the pre-war outposts, the San Antonio Daily 

Express, of April 20, 1867, reported that "shortly all the posts 

14 
along the El Paso route from San Antonio will be reestablished." 

13 
A. Wahrmund to James W. Throckmorton, November 29, 1866, 

a copy in Governor's Papers, Correspondence (James W. Throctcmorton); 
Order 177, Headquarters 4th Cavalry, December 1, 1866, copy in 
Governor's Papers, Correspondence (Elisha M. Pease), Archives 
Division, Texas State Library, Austin, Texas. 

J. Evetts Haley, Fort Concho and the Texas Frontier (San 
Angelo: San Angelo Standard-Times, 1952), p. 121; San Antonio 
Daily Express, April 20, 1867. 
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Fort Chadbourne was the first old post to be reoccupied, 

on May 25, 1867, followed shortly thereafter by Fort Stockton, 

a measure to protect western mail service, and periodically, one 

by one, the old forts began to spring to life. Also included 

in the grand design for the new frontier defense system were 

several new forts, including Fort Richardson, at Jacksboro, Fort 

Griffin, on the Brazos, and Fort Concho, at the confluence of 

the North and South Concho rivers, at present San Angelo. On 

the establishment of Fort Cohcho, noted historian, J. Evetts 

Haley, has raised the question, "Why had the area at the juncture 

of the Conchos been neglected as an outpost, being at the junc

ture of two great western trails?" Haley also points out that 

"a fort established here at first might have taken the place of 

both McKavett and Chadbourne." Haley's question has never been 

answered, but the motives of nineteenth century military strategy 

remain a mystery in many respects, known only to the men who dic

tated the policies. In any event the framework of an effective 

interdependent defense organization was established and soon got 

down to the business of breaking down the barrier to westward 

15 
expansion. 

Fort McKavett was reoccupied on April 1, 1868, when Company 

A, Fourth Cavalry, under command of Brevet Lieutenant Colonel 

Eugene B. Beaumont, arrived on the banks of the San Saba only to 

Haley, Fort Concho, p. 122. 
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find the existing buildings in an extremely run-down condition. 

In the words of Surgeon N. D. Middleton, "The Post was found to 

be one mass of ruins, only one house was habitable, and the whole 

commiand was compelled to go under canvas." The condition of 

the remains of the old fort was indeed deplorable, with an enor

mous amount of repair and reconstruction needed. The only habit

able building was that of the commanding officer's quarters, 

which had been occupied by the Robinson family since the pre-war 

abandonment. Surgeon Middleton reported that "the walls, which 

were not put up properly in the first place, tumbled down and the 

woodwork went to decay." He went on to say that the officer's 

quarters were not adaptable for their purpose, the barracks were 

beyond repair and should be reconstructed and ready before winter, 

and the guardhouse was too dilapidated to serve effectively. 

Middleton deemed that a new hospital was imperative, as the old 

one was unusable. Two framed and floored tents were hastily 

constructed to serve as medical facilities. 

Colonel George A. Gordon assumed command of the "new" post 

on April 10, 1868, as additional troops began arriving to bol

ster the strength of the garrison. Company F, Fourth Cavalry, 

arrived on April 17, and companies D, E, and I, 35th Infantry, 

made their appearance on April 23, completing the first post-war 

force to be stationed at Fort McKavett. 

Medical History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 1, p. 1. 

•"•^Ibid. 
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During the first months of reoccupation, the duties of 

the troops at the garrison centered on reconstruction of the old 

buildings, involving all of the men. Difficulty was experienced 

at first in hiring civilian mechanics, masons, carpenters, and 

teamsters for rebuilding activities. Lieutenant Colonel Beaumont 

made this problem known to the Department of Texas, by stating: 

At present the strength of this command does 
not admit of sending off scouts for the protection 
of the frontier, as all the men at the post are em
ployed constantly in quarrying stone, burning lime 
[for mortar] and charcoal, cutting timbers, and 
hauling pickets.18 

It did not take long, however, for the civilians (including 

of the fort got into full swing, and remained profitable to its 

inhabitants as long as the fort was occupied. 

Reconstruction was still underway when a new commander ap

peared at the post. Twenty-seven-year-old Colonel Ranald Slidell 

Mackenzie gave a boost to rebuilding activities at Fort McKavett, 

and would eventually become an instrumental force in achieving 

the goals of military operations on the Texas frontier. 

18 
Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, September 29, 

1868 (No. 76), RG 393, National Archives. 

i» the ever-present campfollowers) to venture into the frontier region. ,» 

A settlement soon emerged across the river, aptly dubbed "Scab- L, 

town." This settlement boomed with activity when reconstruction I' 
f«r 



Monthly Returns, Fort McKavett, Texas, March, 1869, RG 94, 
National Archives; Ernest Wallace, Ranald S. Mackenzie on the Texas 
Frontier (Lubbock: West Texas Museum Association, 1964), p. 13. 

2 
Wallace, Mackenzie on the Texas Frontier, p. 12; Ninth United 

States Census, 1870, Manuscript Population Schedule, Menard County, 
Texas, pp. 2-7, 13-17. 
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ii 

CHAPTER IV 

FRONTIER DEFENSE AND MILITARY OPERATIONS 

When Colonel Ranald Slidell Mackenzie arrived at Fort McKavett 

on March 15, 1869, to assume command of the 35th Infantry, recon

struction of the post was still in progress. With this appointment, 

Mackenzie received his first full command of an army regiment, after 

serving at forts Brown and Clark on the Rio Grande. He was the second 

youngest colonel in the service (George A. Custer was the youngest) 

and was breveted as brigadier general for meritorious service in the 

Civil War."*" 2 

it 

The young colonel apparently was not overjoyed at his appointment 2 

1 
to command the 35th Infantry, a Negro regiment, but true to his character, 

he set out to make it the finest Negro command in the army. He imme

diately issued instructions to shift the regimental recruiting sta

tion to the North in order to obtain what he believed would be more 

intelligent men. The census of 1870 reflected the results of Macken

zie's new recruiting policy, as seventy-four percent of the troops 

from the northern states were enumerated as being literate, against 

thirty-seven percent literacy among soldiers from the deep South and 

^ . 2 
border states. 

I 



3 
Wallace, Mackenzie on the Texas Frontier, p. 12. 

Monthly Returns, Fort McKavett, Texas, September 1869, RG 94, 
National Archives. 
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With the aid of Lieutenant Colonel William R. Shafter, who 

had distinguished himself in the handling of colored troops during 

the Civil War, Mackenzie succeeded in transforming his command 

into one of the most efficient Negro regiments in the service. 

Within a year, it had the lowest desertion rate throughout the 

3 
military. 

On September 1, 1869, the 35th Infantry was combined with 

the 41st Infantry to create the 24th Infantry. The headquarters 

of this new regiment was located at Fort McKavett with Colonel 

Mackenzie in command. 

Also at Fort McKavett, and in the service of Mackenzie, was ^ 
ft 

the noted group of Seminole-Negro scouts, under the command of * 

Lieutenant John Lapham Bullis, a rock-hard Civil War veteran. 

The reminiscence of Jacob Wilkes, a Negro cavalryman, clarifies 

the conjecture concerning the origin of the scouts. According 

to Wilkes, most of the scouts were either mixed bloods or sons 

of Negro parents who had escaped to Florida and had been adopted 

by the Seminole Indians. In September 1850, after the Seminoles 

were removed to a reservation in Indian Territory, a Seminole 

chieftain, Wild Cat, led a large group into Mexico. Wild Cat 

obtained permission from the Mexican government to remain south 

of the Rio Grande. His group, including many Negroes and mixed 
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bloods, took up residence near Piedras Negras, opposite Eagle Pass, 

and settled down to a peaceful life. Before and during the Civil 

War, says Wilkes, a number of blacks from Texas joined the Semi

noles across the border. After the war many of the Spanish-

speaking Negroes and mixed bloods recrossed the Rio Grande, lo

cated near Fort Duncan, and from there were recruited into fed

eral service as guides and scouts. This group of Seminole-Negro 

scouts served the army effectively in campaigns against hostile 

Indians throughout the Southwest, and justly deserve all acclaim 

accorded them. 

Mackenzie's activities while at Fort McKavett was relatively 

unillustrious compared with the remainder of his career. Con

centration on rebuilding activities at the post and two extended 

absences occupied much of his time. Mackenzie inherited the 

task of reconstruction from previous commanders when he arrived at 

the post in March 1869. His primary difficulties were in obtain

ing skilled laborers and specific materials, such as finished 

lumber, shingles, and cement. 

Shortly after his arrival at Fort McKavett, Mackenzie re-

John Warren Hunter, "A Negro Trooper of the Ninth Cavalry," 
Frontier Times (Old Series), vol. 4 (1927), p. 11; Joshua R. 
Giddings, The Exiles of Florida: or. The Crimes Committed by Our 
Government Against the Maroons, Who Fled from South Carolina and 
Other Slave States, Seeking Protection Under Spanish Laws (Columbus, 
Ohio: Folette, Foster and Company, 1858). Facsimile reprint 
(Gainesville: University of Florida, 1964), pp. 332-338. 

Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, May 11, 1869, 
July 17, 1869, August 23, 1869, October 15, 1869 (all unnumbered), 
RG 393, National Archives. 

I 
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ceived a request for rent money from A. 0. Cooley, administrator 

of the estate of Joshua D. Robinson. The colonel recommended 

to the Department of Texas that the land occupied by the post as 

well as a small area on the opposite side of the river be pur

chased. Mackenzie's recommendation was ignored, and he was in

structed to pay Cooley. 

In the fall of 1869, an insignificant incident which occurred 

at Fort McKavett became the first in a series of occurrences 

that brought about a personal clash between Mackenzie and General 
I* 

ft 

J. J. Reynolds, Commander of the Department of Texas, which could I 
If 

have ended Mackenzie's career abruptly. A load of grain, bought p 
f 

from Adams and Wickes, a San Antonio contracting firm, arrived ^ 

I at the post containing fifteen percent dirt. Mackenzie instructed ^ 

a Board of Officers to inspect the shipment and file a report with 

Reynolds, requesting credit for the error. Reynolds, however, 

ordered full payment. Mackenzie, thinking the Department Com

mander misunderstood, wrote a letter of explanation to Reynolds, 

but received identical instructions in reply. The matter was 

dropped, but the suspicious occurrence stuck in Mackenzie's mind, 

and after another series of confrontations at Fort Richardson 

two years later between him and Reynolds over contracts to the 

same Adams and Wickes, Mackenzie called Washington's attention 

to the situation. This move resulted in Reynold's recommendation. 

Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, October 22, 1869 
(unnumbered), November 22, 1869 (unnumbered), RG 393, National Archives 
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in November 1871, for Colonel Mackenzie's court martial on several 

charges, including insubordination. After a short hearing, the 

charges were dropped by a convening board, luckily for General 

Reynolds, for Mackenzie had, as an "ace-in-the-hole," a copy of a 

deed to a house and lot in San Antonio which Adams and Wickes had 

given Reynolds. 

When Mackenzie arrived at Fort McKavett in 1869, there was 

one face at the post which must have stirred him deeply but had 

no apparent effect on the conduct of his duties. In 1868 while 
u 

in San Antonio, he had met and courted Miss Florida Tunstall but 3 

had lost her affections to an older man, an army surgeon, Dr. 2 

I 
Redford Sharpe. Dr. Sharpe was the Post Surgeon at Fort McKavett ^ 

I 
during the colonel's assignment at the post, but there isnno ? 

record of animosity between Mackenzie and the Sharpes. In 1883, 

after Dr. Sharpe had died and Mackenzie was the commander of the 

Department of Texas in San Antonio, he pursuaded the thirty-

four-year-old widow to marry him. On the eve of the wedding 

Mackenzie was stricken by a mental disorder and was whisked away 

9 
to an asylum in New York. The Widow Sharpe never remarried. 

Mackenzie's stay at Fort McKavett was sporadic and short. He 

Lessing H. Nohl, Jr., "Bad Hand: The Military Career of 
Ranald Slidell Mackenzie, 1871-1889," Ph.D. Dissertation, Univer
sity of New Mexico, 1962, p. 53. Microfilm copy in Southwest 
Collection, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas. 

9 
Wallace, Mackenzie on the Texas Frontier, p. 193; Nohl, 

"Bad Hand," p. 319; San Antonio Daily Express, December 16, 1883. 
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was absent from the post on two lengthy leaves and was suddenly 

transferred to another coimnand. In April 1870, Mackenzie took 

a personal leave of absence to visit in the East, leaving Lieute

nant Colonel Shafter in command. Two weeks after returning to 

Fort McKavett, the following October, the Colonel was called to 

Washington to serve on a Special Military Board. Again he left 

Shafter in command of the fort, and just before departing, 

Mackenzie recommended to the department that Shafter be placed 

in permanent command of one of the posts garrisoned by the 24th 

Infantry. While in Washington, the young officer was transferred 

to Fort Concho and the command of the 4th Cavalry, supposedly at 

the request of President Grant, who considered Mackenzie "the most 

promising young officer in the Army." Shafter was given the 

command of the 24th Infantry, obviously the result of Mackenzie's 

recommendation. Upon returning to Texas and his new command 

at Fort Concho, on February 15, 1871, Mackenzie, elated over his 

transfer to a mounted regiment, began to whip the 4th Cavalry 

into shape, and after a month of rigorous training, moved his 

headquarters to Fort Richardson. Something was brewing in the 

frontier defense establishment, and it spelled trouble for the 

Indian tribes raiding at will in North Texas. 

During the last years of the 1860's, the federal government 

Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, October 14, 1870 
(No. 152), RG 393, National Archives; Wallace, Mackenzie on the 
Texas Frontier, p. 13. 



50 

had established a new policy toward the hostiles, which later 

proved a failure. An extensive reservation had been created for 

the hostile tribes of the Plains in Indian territory, just across 

the Red River, with easy access to Texas frontier settlements. 

But two bands of the Comanches, notably the Quahadis, which had 

refused to sign the Medicine Lodge Treaty of 1867, creating the 

reservation, still refused to move into Indian Territory to stay. 

Three-fifths of the Comanche Nation still remained at large. 

The Kiowas who had become allies with the Comanches in defense 

of their native hunting grounds, and Comanches who lived on the 

reservation continued sporadic raids into Texas, then returned to 

Indian Territory, confident of their protection under the Quaker 

Peace Policy. 

The Quaker Peace Policy was initiated by President Grant in 

1869 and protected the hostiles from military harassment on their 

allotted lands, creating a virtual sanctuary for marauding Indians 

The apparent failure of Grant's policy, plus the prolonged and 

deafening demands of Texans for action, resulted in the personal 

investigation of the situation by the famous Civil War General, 

William Tecumseh Sherman, the commander of all United States 

4r 12 
forces. 

Sherman, who had smashed the heartland of the Confederacy, 

"S^allace, Mackenzie on the Texas Frontier, p. 25. 

•'•^Ibid. , p. 27. 
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arrived in Texas in the late spring of 1871, and set out on May 2, 

to inspect the frontier. No more than getting his tour underway, 

Sherman, accompanied by Inspector General Colonel Randolph B. 

Marcy, encountered the first evidence of hostile depredations. 

On May 7, as the entourage approached Fort McKavett, it was joined 

by three terrified drovers who had lost their stock to an Indian 

raiding party that morning, just eight miles from the post. 

Noting the incident, Sherman and his party continued their jour

ney through Fort McKavett to forts Concho, Griffin, and finally 

13 
on May 17, 1871, Fort Richardson, where Mackenzie awaited him. 

Colonel Marcy, in touring with Sherman's party, retraced a 

portion of the trail which he had blazed in 1849. He recorded in 

his journal that "the whole country seems to be in a fair way of 

becoming depopulated," adding substance to the local cry for mili-

tary action. 

Shortly after arriving at Fort Richardson, Sherman learned 

of the incident which subsequently had a tremendous influence on 

his decision to declare open warfare against the hostiles raiding 

from the reservation. A government contractor's wagon, bound for 

Fort Griffin, was attacked, and all but one freighter killed, on 

Salt Creek Prairie the same day that Sherman's party crossed the 

13 
Rister, "Documents . . . Sherman's . . ."p. 15; Wallace, 

Mackenzie on the Texas Frontier, p. 29. 
14 
Carl Coke Rister, Border Command, General Phil Sheridan in 

the West (Norman: University of Oklahoma, 1944), p. 174. 
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site. This proved to be a fatal mistake by the combined Kiowa-

Comanche alliance, as Sherman called for an end to the Quaker Peace 

Policy, and turned Mackenzie loose to force the tribes to the 

reservations to stay. General Sherman's recommendation to termi

nate the Quaker Peace Policy was ignored, and it remained in 

effect until 1874, when conditions on the Northern Plains neces

sitated its abandonment. Mackenzie's task was to prove no easy 

undertaking, as it took the still youthful colonel three long and, 

in many respects, frustrating years to attain the objective. In 

the meantime, each garrison attempted to attain peace within its 

jurisdiction. 

Fort McKavett, during the 1870's, kept troops in the field 

on periodic scouts, protecting civilians traversing the region, 

and in support of campaign forces in all areas of the Texas fron

tier. The latter action reflects the military policy of interde

pendent support among the garrisons along the frontier line. Most 

scouts were conducted by small squads of cavalrymen, generally 

commanded by lieutenants or captains, and were fruitless, for the 

most part, and uneventful. On occasion major scouts were con

ducted, and were usually commanded by a high-ranking officer. 

The most significant scout originating at Fort McKavett was con

ducted by Lieutenant Colonel W. R. Shafter in the late summer 

Wallace, Mackenzie on the Texas Frontier, p. 30. 
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and early fall of 1870."'•̂  

Lieutenant Colonel Shafter received permission in July 1870 

to lead a scout into the Pecos and Devils rivers region where 

he believed he would locate the camps of Indians who had been 

raiding consistently into the Llano and San Saba valleys. Shaf

ter left Fort McKavett on August 27, with companies F and M, 9th 

Cavalry, going southwest to a predetermined point on the Pecos 

River where he was to meet supporting detachments from forts Clark 

and Duncan. He scouted down the Pecos to within ten miles of the 

Rio Grande, locating nothing but old trails. But on his return 

trip to Fort McKavett in late September, Shafter's command dis

covered a large abandoned camp near a theretofore unknown, spring-

fed "water hole" about thirty miles west of the head of the South 

Llano River. Shafter believed this to be rendezvous point for 

raiding parties and subsequently kept the immediate area under 

periodic surveillance in an attempt to curtail Indian activity in 

the region. 

Although no Indians were encountered, discoveries such as 

the one made by Shafter's scout disrupted the hostiles routine 

and forced them to rendezvous further west, making it more dif

ficult for them to raid the settlements. But the Indians did 

Medical History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 2, p. 181 

Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, June 27, 1870 
(No. 108), August 14, 1870 (No. 131), August 14, 1870 (No. 132), 
October 11, 1870 (No. 158), November 1, 1870 (No. 161), RG 393, 
National Archives. 
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not stop raiding. 

On December 1, 1870, less than two months after Shafter's 

scout, a raiding party attacked Coalston's Ranch, about twenty 

miles south of Fort McKavett. They killed one man and were 

thought to be headed toward Fredericksburg. Scouts were deployed 

in several directions, in an effort to capture the marauders, 

18 
but to no avail, as the Indians did not raid again and escaped. 

The next major activity involving troops from Fort McKavett 

against the hostiles was in the late summer of 1871 in support of 

Colonel Mackenzie. Two companies of the 4th Cavalry, stationed 

at Fort McKavett, participated in Mackenzie's unsuccessful foray 

into the upper Brazos and Red River country in an attempt to 

19 capture Quanah Parker's band of Quahadi Comanches. 

On November 22, 1871, the Indians were once again active in 

the vicinity of Fort McKavett, attacking a government contractor's 

wagon train near Kickapoo Springs, twenty miles north of the post. 

Lieutenant Bullis led a small punitive expedition in pursuit of 

the predators until his troops' supplies were exhausted. The 

detachment was forced to subsist on buffalo meat for the several 

20 
days' trek back to Fort McKavett. 

18 
Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, December 4, 1870 

(No. 175), December 4, 1870 (No. 176), RG 393, National Archives. 
19 
Haley, Fort Concho, p. 180. 

20 
^Ibid. , p. 191. 
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V. 

Again, in May 1872, Mackenzie called on Fort McKavett 

troopers to assist in his next campaign. This expedition was 

more extensive than his first; the objective was to penetrate 

the Comanche homeland, the Llano Estacado, proceed on into New 

Mexico, and break up the illicit trade relations between the 

Indians and New Mexican Comancheros. Lieutenant Colonel Shafter, 

with companies E, H, and I, 24th Infantry, left Fort McKavett on 

May 31, 1872, to join Mackenzie. Again the young colonel was 

unsuccessful, his efforts foiled by a Texas cattleman, John Hittson, 

who had entered New Mexico to recover stolen cattle and, in the 

21 
process, scattered the Comancheros. 

On July 6, 1873, the wily Comanches raided a commissary 

train near Fort McKavett but were not pursued because all the 

cavalry were absent from the post on scout. One Indian was killed 

who was wearing government issue shirt and hat, of the type given 

the reservation Indians, adding evidence that much of the raiding 

activity originated in Indian Territory. But the center of mili

tary attention had turned southward to the tribes which had been 

22 
raiding into Texas from Mexico. 

•Medical History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 1, 
p. 189; Ernest Wallace (ed.), Ranald S. Mackenzie's Official 
Correspondence Relating to Texas, 1871-1873 (Lubbock: West Texas 
Museum Association, 1967), p. 134; Charles Kenner, New Mexican-
Plains Indian Trade Relations (Norman: University of Oklahoma, 
1970), pp. 193. 

22 
Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, July 7, 1873 

(No. 63), RG 393, National Archives. 
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Kickapoo, Potawatomie, and Apache Indian depredations along 

the Rio Grande caused a shift of interest in theaters of warfare. 

Mackenzie at last reaped success on the campaign into Mexico 

during the late summer of 1873. This expedition was one of inter

national proportions, as Mackenzie "illegally" crossed the Rio 

Grande, and took the hostiles by surprise in one of the most 

daring exploits in the annals of Indian warfare. Mackenzie's 

only authority to cross into Mexico was the word of General Philip 

Sheridan that he and President Grant would back him to the hilt. 

Companies B and F, 10th Infantry, and the Seminole-Negro scouts 

under Lieutenant Bullis supported Mackenzie from Fort McKavett 

23 
in the successful Mexican venture. 

As a result of Mackenzie's operation, the Kickapoos and 

Potawatomies were persuaded to go to Indian TerritC'ry, and in 

September 1873 passed west of the line of forts to the Red River, 

under protection of the army to prevent molestation by frontiers-

24 
men. 

Interest shifted back to the Llano Estacado in 1874, as raids 

by the Plains tribes continued. On May 24, a raiding party at

tacked Drennan's Ranch, near Kickapoo Springs and stole five horses 

Raids such as this all along the frontier led to a massive, four-

23 
Wallace, Mackenzie on the Texas Frontier, p. 97; Medical 

History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 2, p. 125. 
24 
Letters Received, Fort McKavett Post Records, September 1, 

1873 (No. 364), RG 393, National Archives. 
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pronged operation against the Indian stronghold in the Texas Pan

handle. General Nelson A. Miles coordinated the movements of 

the four forces, converging on the hostiles from Fort Dodge, 

Kansas, Fort Union, New Mexico, Fort Sill, Indian Territory, and 

Fort Griffin, Texas. Colonel Mackenzie was placed in charge of 

the troops of the Southern Column from Fort Griffin. Mackenzie 

gained the decisive victory over the Indians at Palo Duro Canyon 

on September 28, 1874, assisted in his operations by companies C, 

I, and M, 4th Cavalry and A, C, H, I, and J, lOth Infantry from 

Fort McKavett. The duty of the 10th Infantry was to guard supply 

trains and stand by for reenforcement. Mackenzie's destruction 

of over one-thousand captured Indian ponies put the hostiles on 

foot and ignominiously forced them onto the reservation in Indian 

25 
Territory to stay. 

Thus ended Colonel Mackenzie's Indian forays in Texas, as 

he was soon transferred to Fort Sill, Indian Territory, but the 

job was not quite over for the troops at Fort McKavett. Evidence 

that a few Indians were still lurking on the Plains came from a 

German-Texan youth, an escapee from the Comanches after being 

held captive for twelve years, who wandered into Fort McKavett 

in early May 1875. Lieutenant Colonel Shafter subsequently 

25 
Letters Received, Fort McKavett Post Records, June 5, 1874 

(No. 261), RG 393, National Archives; Medical History of Post, 
Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 2, p. 181; Wallace, Mackenzie on the 
Texas Frontier, pp. 124, 138; Aubrey A. Wilson, "A Soldier of 
the Texas Frontier: Brevet Major Robert Patterson Wilson, United 
States Army," West Texas Historical Association Yearbook, vol. 34 
(1958), p. 94. 
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conducted an 840-mile, "cleanup," and exploration campaign out 

of Fort Concho onto the Llano Estacado, from July 14, through 

December 9, 1875. Company C, 10th Cavalry, from Fort McKavett, 

served as a detachment for Shafter in this operation, in which 

several straggling Indians were captured by Lieutenant Bullis 

at Laguna Sabinas (Cedar Lake) in present Gaines County. 

In the meantime, Fort McKavett was put in touch with the 

outside world through the telegraph. Orders were received in 

late July 1875 for construction of a line to Fort Concho, fifty 

miles northwest, which was already served by the telegraph. The 

line was begun on September 1, and completed on October 18. Fort 

McKavett's office opened the next day with Private E. G. Prince 

assigned as telegrapher. A second line to San Antonio via 

Fredericksburg, was completed in January 1876. Communication 

links of this type were vital to the efficiency of military oper

ations along the frontier, but they came too late to be of any 

great use against hostile Indians, as depredations had all but 

ceased. 

26 
Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, May 9, 1875 

(No. 31), RG 393, National Archives; Medical History of Post, 
Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 2, p. 222; M. L. Crimmins (ed.), 
"Shafter's Explorations in Western Texas, 1875," West Texas 
Historical Association Yearbook, vol. 9 (1933), pp. 82-85. 

27 
Letters Received, Fort McKavett Post Records, July 23, 

1875 (No. 313), RG 393, National Archives; L. Tuffly Ellis (ed.), 
"Lieutenant A. W. Greely's Report on the Installation of Military 
Telegraph Lines in Texas, 1875-1876," Southwestern Historical 
Quarterly, vol. 69 (1965), p. 82. 
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Within the year 1877, the wires sang with the news of the 

results of the most notable courts-martial held at Fort McKavett, 

those of the deserters of Captain Nicolas Nolan's disastrous 

Plains reconnaissance expedition of July 1877. Sergeant William 

S. Umbles and three Negro troopers. Corporal Charles H. Gilmore, 

Lance Corporal George W. Fremont, and Private Alexander Nolan, 

deserted the command of Nicolas Nolan in the face of extreme 

hardship and death as the ill-fated mission wandered without food 

and water across the treeless expanse of the Llano Estacado, near 

present Lubbock, Texas. Upon arriving at Fort Concho, the group 

spread the story that Nolan's command was hopelessly lost, and 

that his troops had abandoned him. Captain Nolan and his tor

tured troops finally reached civilization, and immediately pressed 

charges against the four deserters. The courts-martial convened 

at Fort McKavett on September 27, 1877, with lieutenants Smither, 

Morrison, Cooper, and Captain Nolan sitting on the Board. The 

Board action ended in the dishonorable discharge of the men, carried 

out at Fort Concho on December 10, and imprisonment in a federal 

28 
penitentiary. 

The final action for Fort McKavett troops was participation 

in the long-running battle with renegade Apaches on both sides of 

•J u 

H. Bailey Carroll, "Nolan's 'Lost Nigger' Expedition of 
1877," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, vol. 44 (1940), p. 67; 
Haley, Fort Concho, p. 260; Susan Miles, "Fort Concho in 1877," 
West Texas Historical Association Yearbook, vol. 35 (1959), p. 49; 
Letters Received, Fort McKavett Post Records, September 27, 1877, 
(No. 541), RG 393, National Archives. 
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the Rio Grande during 1877 and 1878. There were several large 

movements to and from Fort MdKavett, as fresh troopers headed 

south to relieve the campaign-weary soldiers who returned to the 

post for rest and relaxation. With this action, military opera

tions against hostile forces came to an end at Fort McKavett, 

29 
and the post settled down to lead a life free of Indian episodes. 

29 
Medical History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 2, p. 293. 



CHAPTER V 

MILITARY-CIVILIAN RELATIONS 

Indian hostilities were not the only concern of the military 

establishments along the frontier line after the Civil War. The posts 

were involved with Reconstruction of local governments, recommending 

eligible civilians for governmental positions, and administering oaths 

of office. In addition, during Reconstruction, the military was re

sponsible for law and order among the frontier settlements. 

Throughout the 1870's lawlessness prevailed along the frontier 

line, as the sparsely settled areas proved havens for lawbreakers on 

the run, and travelers posed as easy prey for bandits. Menard County, 

in which Fort McKavett was located, and nearby counties within the 

post's jurisdiction, were no exceptions, as all had their share of 

frontier outlaws. Fort McKavett, like almost all frontier forts, had 

a settlement of "camp-followers" which was located on the opposite 

side of the river and aptly named Scabtown. Many of the "ne'er do wells" 

located themselves in the drinking and gambling houses and various other 

"establishments of pleasure" in Scabtown, bringing one of the centers 

of lawlessness into close proximity of Fort McKavett. As one of the 

few recreational outlets for the garrison, the parasite settlement 

drew many soldiers into the midst of this lawless breed, thus creating 

problems for the military. 

Wilson, "A Soldier of the Texas Frontier," p. 95, 
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The first recorded incident at Scabtown, involving soldiers, 

took place between the local constabulary and several troopers. 

In the early part of the decade, there were more Negroes than 

whites in Scabtown, due to the black regiments stationed at the 

fort, and, therefore, the man who kept what little peace there 

was to keep, was a Negro. One afternoon he became involved in 

a ruckus with several unruly soldiers, one of whom was shot through 

the mouth during the fracas. Knocked into the river separating 

the post from Scabtown, the trooper jumped up and fired one more 

shot at the constable before wading across to report to the post 

2 
hospital for medical aid. 

On February 28, 1877, shooting and mayhem broke loose in 

the little settlement as a group of Kimble County men arrived 

to try to free two friends, held at Scabtown for horse stealing 

by Menard County Deputy Sheriff, Richard J. Godfrey. The group 

opened fire on two men who had crossed the river to spend the 

night with the post sutler. The officer of the day, thinking 

someone was firing on the fort, ordered the guard to return the 

fire. After the smoke had cleared and order has been restored, 

the Kimble County men were rounded up and sent on their way without 

their friends, Ben Anderson and Jimmy Love, who were subsequently 

2 
"Reminiscence of Louis Lehne," in Pierce and Brown, Free State 

of Menard, p. 77. 
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sent to the penitentiary at Huntsville. Miraculously, no one was 

3 
hurt in the skirmish. 

The rampant lawlessness, as well as Indian troubles, in the 

vicinity necessitated the deployment of Texas Rangers, including 

the commands' of captains Dan W. Roberts, James B. Gillet, and 

N. D. Reynolds, along the San Saba River. The activities of the 

famous law enforcement agency proved fruitful at Scabtown, and 

generally successful throughout the region. Scabtown was "de

populated" several times during the period, as Rangers repeatedly 

apprehended "hard characters" who had taken refuge among their 

4 
peers at the settlement. 

Passing through the locality, in January 1878, the Ranger 

command of Captain N. D. Reynolds camped at Fort McKavett and 

became involved in an encounter with Scabtown residents. The 

Ranger's Negro cook, referred to only as George, obtained per

mission to go to a dance at one of the gambling halls and borrowed 

Ranger Tim McCarty's gun as he departed. The ex-soldiers who re

mained at Scabtown after mustering out of the service were anta

gonistic toward George because of his association with the Rangers 

and kicked him out, taking McCarty's gun in the process. George 

3 
Letters Received, Fort McKavett Post Records, February 28, 

1877 (No. 139), RG 393, National Archives; "Reminiscence of 
Richard J. Godfrey," in Pierce and Brown, Free State of Menard, 
pp. 67-70. 

4 
James B. Gillett, Six Years with the Texas Rangers, 1875 

to 1881 (New Haven: Yale University, 1925), p. 70. 
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reported the incident to Reynolds, who sent Sergeant Henry McGee 

and McCarty with George to retrieve the pistol. After meeting 

resistance, McGee sent for Reynolds, who appeared shortly and told 

the Negroes to clear the building of women and children and 

surrender. The gun was thrust out an open window with the state

ment to take it. McCarty, nearby, seized the weapon and it dis

charged striking him mortally in the chest. In return, the 

Rangers opened fire, resulting in the death of four Negro men and 

a little girl, hit by a bullet accidentally. The Rangers responded 

under the unwritten "code of the frontier," meeting harshness 

with harshness. 

The Ranger force was effective in curtailing outlaw activity 

in the region, especially in the area of Pegleg Crossing, where 

the San Antonio-El Paso Road crossed the San Saba River about 

thirty miles east of Fort McKavett. The rough hills adjacent to 

the crossing was a sanctuary for highwaymen, who robbed stage

coaches and travelers with regularity. One such robbery took 

place on December 15, 1877, near Pegleg. A young army lieutenant, 

fresh out of West Point and bound for duty at Fort McKavett, was 

aboard the stagecoach. He got "the drop" on one of the bandits, 

but other passengers begged the lieutenant to give up his gun, 

for a gunfight might ensue and the passengers were afraid of 

being exposed to gunfire. The officer complied, and the highway-

^Ibid., pp. 89-90. 
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men made good their escape and were never captured. By 1880, 

however, the Texas Rangers had all but halted the robberies. 

The relationship between the Texas Rangers and military per

sonnel is revealed through the reminiscences of Mrs. Dan W. Roberts, 

wife of the Ranger captain. Her reflections on the military de

fense system were not laudatory: "had they afforded adequate 

protection. Company "D" [Robert's Command] would never have been 

sent there." However, Mrs. Roberts recalled many pleasant associa

tions with the officers and their wives at Fort McKavett. Many 

courtesies were extended by both parties, and numerous quiet 

evenings were spent listening to the post band and dancing. 

Regardless of Mrs. Roberts' attitude toward the effectiveness 

of the military establishment, the army did provide services and 

civil protection for the growing settlements and rural frontiers

men. On September 30, 1873, the Fort McKavett Commissary Officer 

was authorized "to supply food and supplies to extreme cases of 

destitution or starvation among persons in the vicinity." And 

in 1869, before the Texas Rangers were reorganized. Fort McKavett 

was confronted with rustling and "cattle-slaughtering" activities 

in counties under its jurisdiction to the east. The citizens 

of these counties were taking up arms to bring the rustlers to 

William Curry Holden, "Law and Lawlessness on the Texas 
Frontier, 1875-1890," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, vol. 44 
(1940), p. 193; Dan W. Roberts, Rangers and Sovereignty (San Antonio 
Wood Printing and Engraving, 1916), p. 86,. 

"Reminiscence of Mrs. Dan W. Roberts," in Pierce and Brown, 
Free State of Menard, pp. 94-95. 
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justice. The commander of Fort McKavett sent a patrol, under a 

Lieutenant Murphy, to bring law and order to the unsettled area, 

enlisting the aid of restless citizens. Several arrests were 

made near fne Llano River and in Mason. Murphy felt that the local 

civil officers were incompetent in their ability to handle the 

matter and decide what to do, and suggested that military inter

vention would produce the best results. This suggestion was 

overlooked as was the recommendation for a permanent detachment 

at Old Fort Mason to control further the lawlessness. Sporadic 

rustling activity in the region continued for several years, 

finally erupting into the Mason County War, which was squelched 

o 

by the Rangers in 1877. 

The most notable incident involving the local citizenry came 

in June 1869, after John M. "Humpy" Jackson, a prominent rancher 

near Menardville (present Menard), killed a Negro trooper. The 

soldier, known only as "lanky Jim," was assigned to work at a 

military sawmill on the San Saba River east of Menardville, 

near Jackson's Ranch. Lanky Jim wrote a love note to one of Jack

son's daughters, and, according to historian J. Marvin Hunter, 

Jackson read the note, grabbed his gun went to the sawmill, and 

shot the first Negro he encountered.- Lieutenant John L. Bullis 

Q 

Letters Received, Fort McKavett Post Records, September 30, 
1873 (No. 414), Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, February 
16, 1869 (unnumbered), July 1, 1869 (unnumbered), RG 393, National 
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9 
was sent to investigate but Jackson had escaped. 

Colonel R. S. Mackenzie, who was in command at Fort McKavett 

at the time, ordered the man brought to justice, but Jackson 

managed to elude the military for several months. Finally, on 

February 2, 1870, Humpy Jackson was captured by Captain Henry 

Carroll after a five-mile chase. Jackson had fallen from his 

horse and sprained an ankle, but thinking quickly he feigned 

a 'broken back. Carroll, noting the hump on Jackson's back (hence 

his nickname), thought he was telling the truth and took him to 

his home, posted a guard, and proceeded to Fort McKavett. Upon 

Carroll's arrival at the post, the post surgeon was sent to 

Jackson's Ranch where he found the guards, privates Albert 

Marshall and Charles Murray, dead, and Jackson gone. 

The next afternoon Lieutenant Bullis was sent to inves

tigate. He discovered that a group of Jackson's friends had 

effected his escape. Bullis burned Jackson's home and arrested 

his wife, who had assisted in his escape. Mackenzie posted a 

large reward for the capture of Jackson and his accomplices, 

but no one offered to turn them in. Within a few days, however, 

two suspects, William Epps and T. B. Smith were arrested, but 

9 
Pierce and Brown, Free State of Menard, p. 134; Special 

Order 67, Fort McKavett Post Records, June 9, 1869, RG 393, 
National Archives. 

Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, February 3, 
1870 (No. 5), RG 393, National Archives; Pierce and Brown, 
Free State of Menard, p. 134; Civil Affairs Letters, Fort Mc
Kavett Post Records, April 3, 1870 (No. E2), RG 393, National 
Archives. 
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Jackson and two others were still at large. 

On April 14, 1870, a scout commanded by Bullis encountered 

the two other accomplices, and in the ensuing fracas Stephen 

Cavanis was killed and George Gentry captured. But Jackson re

mained free for another eighteen months. Finally, in the fall 

of 1871, Jackson agreed to surrender if he could be tried in a 

state court. The military agreed, and Jackson appeared before 

a grand jury in Menardville. The jury failed to issue an in

dictment and Jackson went forth a free man, ending the three-

year "Humpy Jackson War." Since there is no record of the fate 

of his accomplices who had been arrested and taken to Fort Mc

Kavett, it must be assumed that they were released. The inci

dent reflected the hostile attitude of many frontiersmen toward 

the federal forces protecting the settlements during the post-

Civil War period. 

The only other noteworthy incident involving Menardville 

and Fort McKavett was civilian in nature also, concerning the lo

cation of the county seat. Fort McKavett's non-military resi

dents, including those in Scabtown, envisioned a "thriving 

Pierce and Brown, Free State of Menard, p. 134; Civil 
Affairs Letters, Fort McKavett Post Records, March 8, 1870 
(No. F4), Semi-Monthly Report of Citizens Held in Confinement 
and Released on Bail Bonds at Fort McKavett, Texas, Fort McKavett 
Post Records, February 15, 1870, RG 393, National Archives. 

12 
Civil Affairs Letters, Fort McKavett Post Records, April 18, 

1870 (unnumbered), RG 393, National Archives; "Reminiscence of 
Bob Chapman," in Pierce and Brown, Free State of Menard, p.164. 
Bob Chapman was John M. Jackson's grandson. 
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metropolis" at the post in the future, and in 1876, tried to 

wrest the county seat from Menardville. Menardville had been 

designated as the county seat when the county was organized in 

1871, and its residents argued that due to its central location 

in the county the village deserved to keep the distinction. 

The McKavett faction countered with a request to the state 

legislature to annex a large block of unorganized territory from 

Bexar County, which would make the fort centrally located. A 

petition submitted to the state legislature on May 25, 1876, by 

prominent Menardville citizens, brought the matter to a close. 

13 
Menardville remained, as it is today, the county seat. 

Another civilian problem during the first years of Fort 

McKavett's reoccupation was not with the lawless element but 

with the superintendent of the San Antonio-El Paso Mail Line, 

Ben Ficklin. On March 27, 1869, Colonel Mackenzie deployed a 

temporary detachment of infantry at Kickapoo Springs, at the 

request of Ficklin. The troops were ordered to return to the 

post by Mackenzie on May 18, much to the dissatisfaction of 

Ben Ficklin, who promptly complained to departmental headquarters. 

General J. J. Reynolds, commander of the department, on June 16, 

during a short absence of Mackenzie, ordered the detachment be 

replaced. Captain Henry Carroll executed the order, but commented 

13 
Pierce and Brown, Free State of Menard, p. 70. 
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14 
that Kickapoo Springs was in Fort Concho's jurisdiction. 

Upon returning, Mackenzie hotly wrote the department. 

The order of June 16th I cannot help regarding as 
a censure on me for not protecting the mail line. 
The best way to guard the mail and the people of 
the country is in my opinion to keep the Infantry 
at the posts and the Cavalry a great part of the 
time scouting.15 

But the detachment remained, although Mackenzie replaced it with 

cavalry on July 25. The confrontation did not end, however, as 

Ben Ficklin wanted a permanent sub-post at the springs. Finally 

Mackenzie capitulated to Ficklin's demands, but only after further 

orders from the department. On March 12, 1870, he ordered the 

construction of a stone building for quarters for the detachment. 

An Infantry detachment was assigned to Kickapoo Springs, and one 

remained there as long as there was an Indian threat. It was 

still occupied by troops in the winter of 1876. 

Not all civilians caused trouble for the military personnel 

at Fort McKavett, the vast majority living or travelling in the 

vicinity of the post, or any frontier garrison, appreciated the 

14 
Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, May 18, 1869 

(No. 133), June 29, 1869 (No. 159), RG 393, National Archives. 

Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, July 14, 1869 
(No. 167), RG 393, National Archives. 

16 
Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, July 25, 1869 
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The Coming Empire; or Two Thousand Miles in Texas on Horseback 
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presence of the military for the protection it offered. The 

troublesome civilian was the exception rather than the rule. 



CHAPTER VI 

MILITARY LIFE AT FORT McKAVETT 

The daily life of the frontier soldier was occupied, for the most 

part, by the routine duties associated with the general upkeep of the 

public property, with a few free hours at the end of each day and Sun

days for relaxation and recreation, if any source of amusement could be 

found. Occasional scouts, campaigns, and troop rotations between posts 

served to break the boredom for a time, but these became less frequent 

as the decade of the seventies wore into the eighties. The ability to 

withstand the monotony of post life, as well as the rigors of campaign

ing, demands respect for the durability of the frontier soldier. 

Who were these men, these defenders of the frontier, and what 

motivated them to enter the service? Any answer to the latter must be 

speculative: for adventure, in preference to punishment for crime, 

inability to fit into society, or lack of another means of livlihood. 

Whatever the reason, the life they encountered on the frontier was by 

far not the most pleasant. 

To the question of who they were, an insight into their backgrounds 

is gained through the census reports of 1870 and 1880. The face of the 

garrison at Fort McKavett changed radically over the ten-year period. 

In 1870, the entire command, with the exception of officers, consisted 

of 191 Negroes, 144 mulattoes, and one "White Negro," bom in England, 

making a total of 336 troopers. Well over half these soldiers were 

born in Kentucky, Virginia, and Tennessee. Notably, none of the men 

72 
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was from Texas. Over seventy percent of the command were twenty-

one to twenty-five years old, with only six over thirty years of 

1 
age. 

All of the troopers from the deep South, the majority of 

those from the border states, and many from the North were 

probably ex-slaves, although there is no evidence to support 

the assumption. But with conditions and attitudes what they 

were in all areas after the Civil War, the military provided a 

ready outlet for blacks and mulattoes displaced by economics. 

There is very little record of the attitudes of the white 

officers at Fort McKavett toward their black troops, the only 

two appearing in the writings of Colonel R. S.Mackenzie and 

Post Surgeon Dr. Redford Sharpe. Mackenzie, involved in a 

controversy over the appearance of a second post sutler at the 

fort, commented: 

The men run up bills with several [sutlers] 
are unable to pay or do not and if allowed to go 
unpunished for their dishonesty the slave habits 
of stealing is made more difficult to break up.^ 

Obviously the colonel adhered to the many myths surrounding 

the characteristics of slaves. 

Dr. Sharpe, while fighting an epidemic of acute diarrhea 

in August 1871, was motivated to make the following statement 

•Ninth United States Census, Manuscript Population Schedule 
Menard County, Texas, pp. 2-7, 13-17. 

2 
Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, July 19, 1869 

(No. 172), RG 393, National Archives. 
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concerning the mental abilities of black troops: 

The want of force or vim in colored troops in 
sickness, in contrast with white troops has been 
thoroughly exemplified in this epidemic. As a rule 
negro troops yield to all impulses mental and 
physical and 'tis almost impossible to teach them 
that mind is superior to matter.3 

Sharpe, like Mackenzie, was prone to believe the black man was 

inferior to the white. 

By 1880, the command at Fort McKavett had changed dras

tically. The last of the black troops stationed at the post 

departed in November 1879, and the garrison was all-white for 

the first time. Because of the cessation of Indian hostilities, 

the command had been reduced to 181 men, excluding officers. 

Of the total, 84 were foreign born, with the majority native 

to Ireland, Germany, and England. The number of foreigners in 

the ranks may be indicative of the economic conditions found by 

immigrants, many of whom, disillusioned, enlisted in the mili

tary, as had the blacks. Among the troops native to the United 

States, over one-fourth were from New York, with the remainder 

distributed among twenty-two other states, indicating that 

the primary recruiting station for the 22nd Infantry, then gar

risoned at the post, was probably located in New York City, con

venient also to immigrants. The total command was almost one-

hundred percent literate. The average soldier in 1880 was older 

than the one in 1870, as almost half the ranks were between 

twenty-six and thirty-one years, and five enumerated as being 

^Medical History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 1, p. 169. 
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over forty years old. Regardless of their origins or motivations, 

the men, whether ex-field hands from Mississippi or former goat

herds from the Swiss Alps, served well on the frontier to make up 

an effective force against the hostile tribes.^ 

The duties of the garrison for two years after reoccupa

tion centered on the reconstruction of buildings built before the 

Civil War and the erection of new structures. The typical day 

in the life of the Fort McKavett soldier is reflected in the 

"sounding calls," the first issued on April 23, 1869, ten days 

after the arrival of the first troops. 

Reveille 5:30 A.M. 
Stable Call Immediately thereafter 
Breakfast Call 6:15 A.M. 
Surgeon's Call 6:30 A.M. 
Fatigue Call 7 :00 A.M. 
Guard Mounting 8:00 A.M. 
Recall from Fatigue 12 :00 Noon 
Dinner Call 12:15 P.M. 
Orderly Call 1:00 P.M. 
Fatigue Call 1:00 P.M. 
Stable Call 5:30 P.M. 
Retreat Sunset 
Tattoo 8:30 P.M. 
Taps 9:00 P.M. 

Such a routine was designed to discipline, occupy, and expend the 

energies of the soldiers. The time of calls was altered with 

the season, and calls were changed occasionally, depending on the 

judgement of the commanding offier. 

4 
Tenth United States Census, 1880, Manuscript Population Sche

dule, Menard County, Texas, pp. 1-6. 

Special Order 8, Fort McKavett Post Records, April 23, 1868, 
RG 393, National Archives. 
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In addition to rebuilding activities, other duties, re

quired of the troops throughout the period, included drill, 

escort, guard, scout, and the menial tasks of policing, stable 

cleaning, tending the post gardens, and helping in the company 

kitchens. Of course, included were calls to formation for 

trips to the firing range, a mile away, for target practice. 

There were, however, days of respite for the garrison, such 

as Christmas, when all duties were suspended "excepting the 

necessary Police and Guard duty." 

The only divergence from the strict regulations of dress 

was the allowance of wearing a straw hat when not on duty and 

during fatigue duty in the hot Central Texas sun. The health 

of the troops was of prime concern to commanders because it is 

an important factor in the efficient performance of any closed 

population, especially that of a frontier garrison. 

The post surgeons, to whom the duty fell of "keeping the 

army on .its feet," repeatedly commended the healthful location 

of Fort McKavett. Dr. Redford Sharpe made the statement "there is 

no more healthy a post on the Texas frontier as [sic] Fort Mc

Kavett." Although situated in a healthful atmosphere, the fort 

Medical History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 1, p. 
115; Special Order 152, Fort McKavett Post Records, December 24, 
1868, RG 393, National Archives. 

General Order 12, Fort McKavett Post Records, May 18, 1868, 
RG 393, National Archives. 
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Q 

was not completely ignored by sickness. 

In May, 1870, Fort McKavett experienced an epidemic of 

"acute diarrhea," causing the death of two soldiers and immo

bilizing countless others. According to the post doctor, the 

epidemic was caused by poor milk and meat, which had been "af

fected by severe drought." Two other diarrhea epidemics, though 

not so harmful to the post's operations, occurred in August 1871, 

causes unknown, and another in August 1872, caused by poor flour 

used in cooking. Other than the three epidemics of diarrhea, and 

an outbreak of sixteen cases of malaria in August 1868, effectively 

treated with quinine, health problems at the post were minimal, 

with a mild "intermittent fever" and venereal disease being the 

most prevalent illnesses causing the troopers to seek medical 

attention. 

Venereal disease appeared at Fort McKavett consistently, 

but not in epidemic proportions. Surgeon Sharpe reflected on 

the origin of the venereal infections, in August 1870: 

Several cases of venereal disease have appeared 
and have originated with the laundresses. There are 
many loose women in and about camp at present, and 
diseases of this class prevail. 

Although Scabtown was a sure source of infection, it was never 

quarantined for the purpose of curbing venereal disease. The 

Q 

Herbert M. Hart, Old Forts of the Southwest (Seattle: 
Superior, 1954), p. 173. 

9 
Medical History of Post, Gort McKavett, Texas, vol. 1, 

pp. 85, 169, 259. 
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only time Scabtown was placed under quarantine was in reaction 

to an outbreak of smallpox in the settlement during May 1879. 

In February 1882, Post Surgeon Dr. W. E. Waters reported that 

all vaccinations had been administered among the troops and stated 

that the possibility of a smallpox epidemic was removed. 

Scurvy posed no great threat to health, as it did at other 

posts along the frontier, due to the liberal use of watercress, 

growing wild around the spring adjacent to the post. A relative 

comparison of the occurrence of scurvy can be made between Fort 

McKavett and Fort Stockton. In eleven months in 1868, Fort 

Stockton reported 144 cases, while only four cases of scurvy 

were detected at Fort McKavett in the same general period. 

A minor incident, concerning a post surgeon, occurred at 

Fort McKavett in the fall of 1868 when a new hospital was be

ginning to be constructed. The post surgeon at the time. Dr. 

John Ridgely, was perturbed at the officer in charge of construc

tion, a Lieutenant Hicks, who would not listen to the doctor's 

suggestions on the details in the medical facility and continually 

denied that the surgeon was qualified to offer any recommendations, 

Ridgely wrote to the Medical Director of the Department of Texas 

protesting Hicks' attitudes, but to no avail. Dr. Ridgely was 

^^Ibid., vol. 1, p. 181; vol. 3, p. 28. 

Crimmins, "Fort McKavett," p. 34. 
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12 
soon transferred to another post. 

Food and water were also important to the health of the 

soldiers. Most of the food supply was typical of that provided 

throughout the military system, consisting of army rations and 

canned vegetables and fruit from the post commissary. In addi

tion, the aforementioned watercress plus fresh vegetables grown 

in the post gardens along the creek near the river were dietary 

supplements. The post sutler, too, provided such commodities 

as fresh eggs, milk, and butter. Water for drinking and cooking 

was obtained from the nearby springs, hauled daily by prisoners 

from the guardhouse. Bathing was done in the river. The water 

supply posed another problem for the post in early years as well, 

in that there was no method of extinguishing a blaze should fire 

break out. A hydraulic ram and hose were obtained to supply 

^ 1 1 13 

water for all purposes. 

The isolation of the area gave an indescribable aura of 

loneliness to Fort McKavett. The only link between the troops 

and the outside world was through the mail. « Those that had 

someone with whom to correspond surely spent a significant amount 

of their leisure time between retreat and taps writing letters. 

There were few problems with the mail service, which was contracted 
to Ben Ficklin's San Antonio-El Paso Mail Line, other than its 

12 
Medical History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 1, p. 102. 

13 
Ibid. , pp. 11-12; Crimmins, "Fort McKavett," p. 34. 
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being sent to Fort Concho occasionally which detained it for 

several days. 

The loneliness was diminished for a few of the troopers 

whose wives accompanied them to the frontier. There were sixteen 

soldier's wives at the post in 1880, and eleven officer's wives. 

Most soldier's wives were laundresses for their husbands* companies 

Two women at Fort McKavett each had two sons in the service at 

the post, and both were laundresses. Fortunately, in some re

spects. Fort McKavett did have a few recreational outlets, which 

14 
made the lonely life at the post more bearable. 

The major source of recreation for the civilization-starved 

men was across the river at the post's "hog ranch," Scabtown. 

Within the confines of Scabtown, among the row upon row of tents 

and shacks, existed numerous modes of enticing "entertainment" 

to lure the soldier and separate him from his hard-earned pay, 

including gambling, drinking, dancing, and "associating" with 

lewd women. Gambling usually resulted in losing the money neces

sary for the enjoyment of other activities, drinking excessively 

led directly to the guardhouse, after the usual round of fisti

cuffs, and a visit to a lady's crib or laundress' tent could 

possibly necessitate an eventual trip to the post hospital— 

the conclusion being that a visit across the river could be as 

14 
Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, December 8, 1873 

(No. 131), RG 393, National Archives; Tenth United States Census, 
1880, Manuscript Population Schedule, Menard County, Texas, pp. 1-6. 
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hazardous in many respects as an Indian campaign. 

On the post, liquor was available at the post sutler's, 

owned and operated throughout the period by Samuel Wallick. 

The sutler's store was the source of several problems. Wallick 

was challenged only once, in July 1869, by outside competition 

as mentioned before, but the second store, that of Reynolds and 

Kintz, was short lived as Colonel Mackenzie had it removed, 

stating that competition caused "unrest among the troops" and 

Where there are [more than one] of these insti
tutions they are necessarily small and try to draw 
the men away from each other and allow loud boisterous 
and improper conduct in the vicinity of their shops, 
and make much trouble generally.1° 

Other problems arose from the sutler's store, also, one in 

1876 over the sale of liquor. Grievances voiced against the sut

ler included the sale of "spirits" to officers by the drink, 

whereas the troopers could only purchase it by the quart, and 

an accusation that Wallick sold the liquor to the officers 

cheaper than to the enlisted men. The consequences of the peti

tion are not known. The store also had two billiard rooms, 

one for officers and another for the troops, which served as 

another diversion for the men. In 1870, a citizen, Franklin 

Jones, who, in modern terms, was a "hustler," was ordered to 

Wilson, "A Soldier on the Texas Frontier," p. 95; "Remi
niscence of Luda Avery Johnston," [wife of a Fort McKavett ser
geant] in Pierce and Brown, Free State of Menard, p. 111. 

Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, July 19, 1869 
(No. 172), RG 393, National Archives. 
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keep away from the officer's billiard room. Obviously, enlisted 

men's pay was "fair game" for the shyster. 

Wallick's establishment was the scene of occasional out

bursts of violence, the most serious incident ending in the death 

of a soldier. On the morning of February 9, 1874, Corporal 

Edward Coyle entered Wallick's and shot Private Anton Rosenberger, 

The incident, about which there is no additional information, 

18 
apparently occurred without provocation. 

For those soldiers who did not participate in the festivi

ties at Scabtown, and those who did but soon did not have the 

funds to return to the settlement or to patronize Wallick's 

store, recreational outlets were reserved to hunting, fishing, 

and endless games of poker and whist. Hunting and fishing were 

excellent in the lush region, attracting many visitors after 

19 
the Indian wars subsided. 

The most notable visitor was Elliott Roosevelt, who as a 

young man came to Fort McKavett to visit friends, who were 

officers from Roosevelt's native New York. Young Elliot was 

the brother of Theodore Roosevelt, later President of the United 

States, and the father of Anna Eleanor Roosevelt, the wife of 

another future president, Franklin D. Roosevelt. Eliot visited 

Letters Received, Fort McKavett Post Records, July 14, 1876 
(No. 392), Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, August 5, 
1870 (unnumbered), RG 393, National Archives. 

18 
Letters Received, Department of Texas [in Fort McKavett 

Post Records], February 9, 1874 (No. 663), RG 393, National Archives. 
19 
Wilson, "A Soldier of the Texas Frontier," p. 94. 
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the fort in February and March 1876, and returned to the post with 

his cousin, John Roosevelt, in April and May 1877. The young man 

thoroughly enjoyed his adventures on the frontier, hunting wild 

turkey and deer and fishing in the San Saba and North Llano rivers, 

catching 320 pounds of fish in five days at the latter, near the 

pre-Civil War outpost of Fort Terrett. The residents of a settle

ment near old Fort Terrett assumed the name of Roosevelt in later 

years, in remembrance of Elliot's sojourn. It has been speculated 

that his experiences in this wilderness had a bearing on the future 

20 
bent of his brother, Teddy, toward the rugged, outdoor life. 

Occasionally, when a regimental band happened to be at Fort 

McKavett, dances would be held, but these events were infrequent. 

The most noteworthy "baile" was given on March 22, 1873, by Lieu

tenant Colonel A. McD. McCook, post commander at the time, for 

General C. C. Augur, commander of the Department of Texas. 

McCook was the life of the party and the popular officer was pre

sented with a large white sombrero, with his name embroidered in 

21 
gold and silver on the brim, by local residents. 

The largest celebration held at Fort McKavett was the gala 

event staged as the Centennial Celebration, on July 4, 1876. 

Activities of the festival included rifle matches, foot races. 

20 
M. L. Crimmins, "Elliot Roosevelt's Visits to Texas in 1876-

1877," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, vol. 48 (1944), pp. 186-
192. 

21 
Captain Robert G. Carter, On the Border with Mackenzie or 

Winning West Texas from the Comanches (Washington: Eynon, 1935), 
pp. 410-411. 
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horse races, a baseball game (the inventor of which. Colonel 

Abner Doubleday, served for a short time at the post), and a 

greased pig contest. The individual prizes for the winners 

22 
ranged from ten dollars cash to the pig. 

The post would not celebrate many more July Fourths; its 

pending abandonment was general knowledge by December 1880. 

The regiment which closed the fort, the 16th Infantry, arrived 

in March 1881. The first orders for abandonment called for 

removal of all public property and troops by July 31, 1882. Due 

to the large quantity of stores, supplies, and material and the 

lack of adequate transportation, it was deemed impossible to 

meet the deadline. Orders for abandonment were then amended to 

23 
extend occupation to June 30, 1883. 

Preparatory to evacuation, stores, post funds, and materials 

were transferred to Fort Concho, the post library, which was 

very small, to Fort Davis, the post records to Washington, D.C., 

and the post graveyard was ordered moved to the San Antonio 

24 
National Cemetary, which was carried out after abandonment. 

22 
Bierschwale, Fort McKavett, pp. 80-81. 

23 
Medical History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol. 3, 

p. 52; Crimmins, "Fort McKavett," p. 34; Letters Sent, Fort Mc
Kavett Post Records, July 13, 1882 (No. 354), Department of 
Texas [in Fort McKavett Post Records], Julyll4, 1882 (No. 3887), 
RG 393, National Archives. 

24 
Medical History of Post, Fort McKavett, Texas, vol, 3, 

p. 93; Letters Sent, Department of Texas [in Fort McKavett Post 
Records], April 17, 1883 (No. 1894), RG 393, National Archives. 
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One by one the various companies of the 16th Infantry were 

transferred to forts Davis and Mcintosh until Company D remained 

alone. At noon on June 30, 1883, Company D, 16th Infantry, 

marched toward Fort Mcintosh, after its commander had sent the 

following telegram to San Antonio, the last official corres-

25 
pondence from Fort McKavett. 

Fort McKavett, Texas 
June 30, 1883 

Adjutant General 
Department of Texas 
San Antonio, Texas 

Sir: 
I have the honor to report the abandonment of 

the Post of Fort McKavett, Texas, this date, and to 
enclose a Return of the withdrawing force. 

Very Respectfully 
Your Obedient Servant 

(signed) H. A. Theaker 
Captain 16th Infantry 
Commanding 

The local attitude toward abandonment is best reflected by 

a recollection of M. A. Burton, then residing near Fort McKavett, 

As the dust of marching soldier- feet settled 
down in the verdant valleys that day, McKavett [area] 
residents shook their heads and sighed. They knew 
that Fort McKavett's era of prosperity and boom had 
passed.26 

25 
Letters Sent, Fort McKavett Post Records, June 30, 1883 

(No. 166), RG 393, National Archives. 
26 
"Reminiscence of M. A. Burton," in Pierce and Brown, Free 

State of Menard, p. 66. 
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Although the military establishment at Fort McKavett has 

passed into oblivion, it remains today, still in remote lone

liness, as a State Historical Park, commemorating the position 

of the post as an important factor in the frontier defense sys

tem which opened the door to the settlement of West Texas and 

honoring the hardy men—be they Irishmen or "buffalo soldiers"— 

who marched from its safety into the pages of Western History. 
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