[image: image1.png]hrough the eyes of feverish Dragoons strag-
gling in from the West, the stockade and
blockhouses, quivering in August’s heat on the
east bank of Grand River in the Cherokee Na-

tion, meant cool water and soothing hands.

When brash young Misters straight from West Point
first sighted the post, the keen dismay they felt at being
ordered to this distant western fronticr soon gave way
to the challonge it offered their soldierly qualities

Destitute Crecks and Seminoles, broken spirited after
forcible removal from their homes cast of the Mississippi
River, camped around the fort for protection before
venturing farther to take up new homes on the wild
prairies.

Called Cantonment Gibson when it was the farthest
western outpost in the United States, the fort attracted
the adventurous and the disillusioned great, not
Raven, Sam Houston. Here a man sickened of ci
could feel the heartbeat of the free frontier and find
solace among the trusting Indians.

Around lay the busy. strategic Three Forks a
where the Grand, Verdigris and Arkansas Rivers join.
Just west of the fort ran the Texas Road, often choked
with caravans of Missouri and Ilinois settlers. Col. A. P.
Chouteau had a lucrative trading post upstream on the
Verdigris, across from the Osage sub-agency. Steam-
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[image: image3.png]boats advertised in tho New Orleans and river cty news-
papers of Tegular saflings to the Tndian country, whence
they brought back furs, skins, beeswax and pecans.

Tt was the Osages who had hastened the post’s cstab-
Jishment. Striking in November of 1523, Mad Bufialo
led two-hundred warriors on  foray along the Blue
River, {0 the south, which wiped out a party of Arkansas
trappers. Therefor, the neat year, Col. Matthew Arbuckle
and five companies of the Seventh Infantry poled the
fltbonts againat a rocky shelf on the Grand and founded
Fort Gibson.

Gartison Tfe was hard, Enlisted men, who received
five dollars a month as privates, ate salt pork and beans. E i Sl
Tntemporance floarished. Descrtions were frequent, de- floes  HoUsEmIRT N en sur v
grading punishmonts often infliced. Offenders did extra B vha T IOME SIS L Trxoon, - e
Guty 3 stocks or astrdo a wooden horse and suffered B oo
teeth-chattering duckings in the river. Drunkards stood
for days on a barrel head, an empty bottle i cach hand.

‘Officer! wives and daughiers saw fo it that social life
survived. They staged formal balls and dianer parties
Youn people from as far away as Fort Smith eagerly
aceepted invitations to dances. Gallant youn offices dis-
covered the Cherokee girls were as pretty as those back
home, or prettier.

A typical day commenced as the bugler sounded
reveille. Soon the morning gun boomed, the Stars and
Steipes ran to the top of o tall sapling and the stout gate
svnang open. Travelers met o ruddy-faced sorgeant by the
Fate, Tnside, at headquarters a smart orderly in cavalry
niform inguired the busincss of calers. Barracks, off
cors quarters, commissary, guard. house, hospital and
chapel—all wooden buildings—formed a quadrangle en-
compassed by a stockade. Loopholed biockhouses. but-
tecamed o cormers.

Houston's arrival late n the spring of 1529 brought a
wave of relreshing excitement. Officers’ ladies watched
from their windows for a mere glimpse of the handsome
Giant ... Did you hear? They say he's resigned the go-
ernorship of Tennessee. That he's exiled himself 1o the
fronticr. That he won't say a word about his broken
‘marriage to Eliza Allen.

Fouston lingored o weoks at the fort, Magnetic and
generous, he became a tremendous favorie. Frequently
he returned to play poker and drink with the officers,
who noted how be aveided the company of the garrison's
ladies. What they did not know was that he still carried
Eliza's engagement ring in a little buckskin sack hanging
roum hip ok

His 1ifo mow without aim, Houston drifted {0 the wig-
wam of his foeter Tndian father, Olloo-te-ka. The Chero
kees made him a citizen and he helped prevent a senseless
Indian war.

“About thee miles northwest of the post, halfway be-
tween the Verdigris and tho Grand, The Raven built a
1of house and trading post and set cut an apple orchard,
a retreat he called Wigwam Neosho. Dark-eyed Tiana
Rogers, whom the whites called Diana, shared the ids1
as his ifo. A widow, “tall, slender - - . beautiful,” ac
cording to witnesses, she gave Housion the love denied
him amon the Tennessee gentry. Besides she was part
Cheroko, those special people among whom biorapher
Marquis James sid Houston experienced the decpest
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[image: image4.png]Display coses of Fort Gibson stockade.

happiness he was ever to know.

Late in 1832, San Jacinto’s coming hero headed his
horse toward Texas, leaving Tiana behind. Within a few
years she was dead, and they say wild Cherokee roses
still bloom on her grave in the hills. (They say also that
famed humorist Will Rogers was Tiana's nephew, three
generations removed.)

To Fort Gibson by the rushing river journeyed the
literary famous and the nobility. Among them came
Washington Irving, hungering for a personal rediscovery
of his country after seventeen years in Europe. On Oc-
tober 8, 1832, he crossed the Grand and arrived at the
post where he saw “a guard cleanly dressed round the
gate—sergeant with an Irish brogue—culprits in pillory
and riding the wooden horse.”

Trving’s party included Henry L. Ellsworth, one of a
board of commissioners “(o visit and examine the coun-
try set apart for the emigrating Indians”; Englishman
Charles J. Latrobe, later author of The Rambler in North
America; and Albert-Alexandre de Pourtales, a young
Swiss count.

To Irving the turbaned Creeks reminded him of wild
Arabs. The Osages were “stately fellows, stern and simple
in garb and aspect . . . Their heads were bare; their hair
was cropped close, excepting a bristling ridge on the top,
like the crest of a helmet with a long scalp lock hanging.
behind.”

Houston is said to have joined the party briefly. Tn his
‘notebook, Trving wrote: “Gov. Houston —tall, large, well-
formed, a fascinating man—given to grandiloquence.”

Trving's month-long trip, escorted by a company of
‘mounted rangers, took him west of the fort as far as pres-
ent day Oklahoma City and Norman. From his expe-
riences he wrote A Tour on the Prairics, which Okla-
homans cherish for its pristine account of their state.

Now it was 1834, another luxuriant spring. A clattering
racket shook the post alert. In sight rode the jaunty First
USS. Dragoon Regiment, out from Jefferson Barracks,
Missouri, to contact the Plains Indians, cach company

mounted on horses of matching colors. Licut, Jefferson
Davis, who was later to be President of the Confederacy,
commanded a company.

‘While the Dragoons readied themselves for the expe
tion under General Henry Leavenworth, artist George
Catlin was busy with brush and pen, describing the fort,
and “recording the looks and deeds of the Osages, who
inhabit the country on the north and west . . "

Few Osages, he wrote in his letters, “are less than six
feet in stature, and very many of them six-and-a-half,
and others seven feot . . . Head chief is a young man by
name of Clermont. I painted the portrait of this chief at
full length, his loggings fringed with sealp locks and in
his hand his favourite and valued war club.”

Catlin likewise painted Black Dog, said to have tow-
ered seven feet and weighed 300 pounds, “with his pipe in
one hand and his tomahawk in the other; his head shaved
and ornamented with a beautiful crest of deer's hair,
and his body wrapped in a huge mackinaw blarket.”

The expedition brought representatives of the cere-
mony-loving prairie tribes to the post. Tepees crowded
around the fort. The conference which followed opened
the way for the Five Civilized tribes to live on more
peaceful terms with the Plains Indians.

At the same time, Catlin noted the presence of traders
poised to accompany the western Indians when they
departed, “calculating to build a tracing house amongst
thom where they will amass a fortune. T have traveled
t00 much among the Indian tribes, 1nd seen too much,
not to know the evil consequences of such a system.”

Sequoyah, inventor of the ingenious Cherokee alphabet,
attended a tribal constitutional convention at the fort in
1841. There the Cherokees and Creek: settled their boun-
dary. And there a party of Semincles signed a treaty
surrendering their Florida home for one among the
Crecks. Enforcement of the treaty caused the costly
Seminole War.

No other frontier bastion could match Fort Gibson's
muster of famous military names. Col. Albert Sidney





[image: image5.png]Johnston, to be killed leading the Confederate army at
bloody Shiloh, commanded the Second Cavalry when it
came, in 1855, bound for Fort Belknap, Texas. Lt. Col.
Robert E. Lee rode second in command, and there were
others—Joseph E. Johnston, George H. Thomas, Edmund
Kirby Smith, John B. Hood and J. E. B. Stuart. Gen.
Zachary Taylor once commanded the post. So did Brax-
ton Bragg, and Nathan Boone, son of Daniel.

By 1857, when the government abandoned Fort Gibson
to the Cherokees, its most colorful times had passed. A
few violent events yet loomed. Union forces occupied the
site April 5, 1863, and dug earthworks on the hills facing
the Grand. A Confederate campaign against the fort led
to the Battle of Honey Springs, near present Oktaha.

Through the 1870's and '80's the venerable post ex-
perienced flashes of action. Its Tenth Cavalry policed
the country to curb lawless elements following the M. K.
and T. railroad building from Kansas to Red River.
Other troops ousted squatters from Cherokee land, and
aided civilian authoritics in suppressing gangs of thieves
and desperadoes. Not until August 22, 1890, was the fort

Thece is much 1o see of
Fort Gibson.

finally abandoned.

Now thousands of visitors come each year to the log
fort and stockade, reconstructed on the original site. They
take the winding road to Garrison Hill to view the old
barracks, powder house and brick oven, the commissary
and other pre-Civil War structures. The fort’s curator,
appropriately and pleasantly, is of Cherokee descent;
she is Mrs. Pocahontas Ross Dreyer.

A mile cast, beyond the town of Fort Gibson, is the
Fort Gibson National Cemetery. Of its 4,455 honored
dead, 2,208 are “unknown,” many of them removed from
Fort Towson, Fort Washita or Fort Arbuckle.

Great elms and cedars cast pools of speckled shade on
the green hill, over row after row of simple, white head-
stones, sloping away. The light breeze which favors this
hallowed place, imparts a sense of life continuing.

We think of Oklahoma as a young state, but many of
our roots go deep into the past. Fort Gibson is one, a tap
root set deep in the history of America, now almost one
hundred and fifty years deep. For in 1824 it was the
farthest outpost on America’s wester fronti

the. rocon

stockade,  the
sory. the old post offce,
and other historic buidings
on the heights above the
Fort, and obout o mie
oy on state highway 10
the National Cemetory.
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