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Introduction

Dr. John Vance Lauderdale experienced a generally typical career for an officer in the Old Army of the generation after the Civil War. He tended the ill and injured, managed the post hospital, saw very little field duty, and lived on officers’ row. His neighbors commanded units or did staff duty, saw little field service (especially as the Indian Wars wound down), and lived on officers’ row with their families. For all commissioned personnel, life centered as much on officers’ row as on the hospital, orderly room, or parade ground.

Dr. Lauderdale differed from his fellow officers in two major ways. First, he rigidly embraced a cluster of biases uncommon in the officer corps. Second, he committed his bias-colored observations to paper, in long letters to his spinster sister in upstate New York and in long journal entries. Because he seems to have been respected and well liked by his neighbors, he must have used his journal as a means of venting displeasure, and in social discourse he must have curbed personality traits that would have been deemed offensive. He was a learned man, a scientist as well as a doctor, widely read, knowledgeable about current events, and a good conversationalist. If he kept his true feelings in check, he could shine in any social circle.

In his writings, Dr. Lauderdale tells little about medical practice in the nineteenth century and only slightly more about managing a military hospital. He saw no hostile action and almost no service in the field, so he could not set that experience to paper. He tells much about himself, however, and about life on officers’ row. His principal contribution to history lies in his description of life on officers’ row. Second, his commentary on the fort’s neighbors, whether whites, Indians, or Hispanics, provides glimpses of westerners in a bygone era.

Reared in a parochial upstate New York environment, in a family dominated by a strong-willed physician with a limited practice, with daily life ruled by the dogma of a conservative Presbyterian church, John Vance Lauderdale entered adulthood as the embodiment of Victorian values and attitudes. His dogmatic sense of propriety remained as strong on the day he retired in 1896 as on the day that, at the age of thirty, he graduated from the Medical College of the University of New York in 1862. He remained as fiercely opposed as ever to the use of intoxicants in any form. He remained as committed as ever to Presbyterian doctrine. Stiff formality ruled social relationships. Marriage and parenthood carried their own formalities. In midlife he concluded the time had come to select a suitable wife, which he did after comparing the qualities of a number of candidates.

He was observant and articulate, and his letters and journals reveal much about life at an Old Army installation and its surroundings. Like most officers of the General Staff, he alternated between eastern and western posts. Selected here are writings about the western posts, and then only a small part. His papers are far too voluminous and detailed to be encompassed in one book.

These letters and journals are about Lauderdale personally as well as professionally. Notably, as the years went by, the tone of his writings moderated from cocky and even slightly bombastic to a mellower, less strident flavor. They reveal a maturing man not free of his biases but less dogmatic in recording his observations of people, events, and places.

The John Vance Lauderdale Papers are part of the Yale Collection of Western Americana housed in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University. They consist of letters to his beloved younger sister Frances, or Frank, which evolved into a detailed journal he largely substituted for the letters.

I had the privilege of receiving the first Beinecke Senior Research Fellowship at Yale University’s Howard R. Lamar Center for the Study of Frontiers and Borders. Much of my two-semester stay at Yale in 2001–2002 was devoted to exploring the Lauderdale Papers. I am indebted to Curator George Miles for calling my attention to these papers as well as for making my work at the Beinecke a rewarding experience. The Beinecke staff proved constantly responsive and helpful. In addition to George Miles, I appreciate how much Howard R. Lamar, Jay Gitlin, and the late Robin Winks enriched my months at Yale.

The Lauderdale Papers are filed in strict chronological order. The date is provided in the text, which seems to make an endnote citation redundant. The date is sufficient to permit any researcher to access the original without difficulty. Also, Lauderdale frequently misspelled words. These misspellings have been retained, though without the clutter of sics. Nor has his sometimes-eccentric punctuation been corrected.

Military rank in the nineteenth-century army can be confusing. As rewards for outstanding service or combat valor (or political influence), the army awarded brevet commissions, higher than the rank in which an officer was serving. Most brevets dated from the Civil War, in which the federalized volunteer army drew regular army officers into higher grades. Those who chose to stay in after the war reverted to their regular army rank. Those who had volunteered and now wished to make a career of the army applied for regular army commissions, as did Lauderdale. As a matter of courtesy, officers were customarily addressed by their brevet rank. For example, a captain commanding a company may have been awarded brevets of major and lieutenant colonel. He was thus addressed as colonel. Not uncommon was the example at Lauderdale’s first station, Fort Yuma. It was a one-company post but also the headquarters of a subdistrict commanded by Colonel Charles S. Lovell, 14th Infantry, who held a brevet of brigadier general. Lauderdale adheres to this custom in his writings. At Fort Yuma all the officers addressed Colonel Lovell as General Lovell. I have tried to indicate the distinction in brackets.

Portions of the Lauderdale Papers have been published in book form. Each presents much well-researched detail of his life before and after the extracts. These provide as much detail as I need for my book. Therefore I have drawn on this research rather than duplicate what has already been well done. I extend my gratitude to these scholars. These books are the following: Peter Josyph, ed., The Wounded River: The Civil War Letters of John Vance Lauderdale, M.D. (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1993) and Jerry Green, ed., After Wounded Knee: Correspondence of Major and Surgeon John Vance Lauderdale while Serving with the Army Occupying the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, 1890–1891 (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1996).
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FIGURE 1. John Vance Lauderdale as a youth in New York, on the verge of launching his medical career.

After Wounded Knee consists only of letters Lauderdale wrote his wife and sister from Pine Ridge following the Wounded Knee debacle. He apparently kept no journal. Except for a brief discussion of what the letters reveal and their historical background, I have omitted the letters since they are already in print. This book is mainly about life at the frontier military installations and the evolution of Lauderdale’s personality. For his life before and after military service, I have relied on the research presented by Josyph and Green, as well as Lauderdale’s own papers.

John Vance Lauderdale was born on November 13, 1832, at Sparta, New York, and at the age of two he moved with his family to Geneseo, forty miles south of Rochester. Upstate New York in general, and Geneseo in particular, remained his valued roots for the rest of his peripatetic life. John’s father, Walter E., was a physician whose paltry income barely sustained his family of six. At nineteen, John set off for New York City in search of a paying profession—pharmacy. He disliked it and, with occasional trips home to earn tuition, succeeded in graduating from the New York University Medical College in March 1862. His father had counseled against studying medicine as a sure path to penury, but medicine remained his profession for the rest of his life.

[image: image]

With the Civil War well into its second year, the newly minted doctor accepted the invitation of his mentor, Dr. Alexander Hoff, to join a team of doctors on contract to the federal armies in the western theater of war. The army made extensive use of civilian contract surgeons to supplement the efforts of the surgeons of the regular and federalized volunteer armies. Beginning in April 1862, Dr. Lauderdale served for five months on a hospital ship transporting wounded soldiers, mainly casualties of the Battle of Shiloh, up the Mississippi River to hospitals in St. Louis and elsewhere. This duty afforded little practical medical experience because the voyages allowed insufficient time to achieve more than making the men as comfortable as possible. October 1862 found Lauderdale back in New York serving as a junior assistant surgeon at Bellevue Hospital.

Lauderdale’s term at Bellevue ended in the spring of 1864. The Civil War still raged, the Union armies needed doctors more than ever, and Lauderdale needed a paying job. Once again he signed a contract with the War Department, with the rank of acting assistant surgeon (the acting distinguishing a civilian from the uniformed military). His orders posted him to the Department of the Pacific, far distant from the battlefields of the Civil War.

The month-long voyage to California in the spring of 1864, by ocean vessel and across the Isthmus of Panama, provided ample material for Lauderdale’s journal. So did San Francisco; and so, once en route for his assignment in Utah Territory, did the mining boomtown of Virginia City and the long trek across the Nevada and Utah deserts.

The District of Utah, a unit of the Department of the Pacific, fell to the command of Brigadier General Patrick Edward Connor, a fiery Irishman who had raised California Volunteers for the Civil War and instead found himself guarding the western part of the overland mail and telegraph route. With a regiment of California infantry, part of a California cavalry regiment, and some Nevada Volunteers, Connor contended with Indian threats to the overland route and incidentally kept a watchful eye on Brigham Young and the Mormons, whose Kingdom of the Saints had taken root in the Great Salt Lake Valley in less than two decades. To dominate and intimidate the Mormons, Connor established Camp Douglas on a bench east of Salt Lake City and trained his artillery on the city below.

Aggressive Shoshone Indians had harried outlying Mormon settlements and interfered with gold seekers hurrying to newly discovered mines in Montana. Early in 1863 Connor had smashed the winter village of Bear Hunter’s Shoshones north of Salt Lake City and inflicted such heavy casualties that the event has come to be known as the Bear River Massacre. Even so, Mormons and Gentiles alike applauded, the California soldiers boasted of their prowess, and Connor won quick promotion from colonel to brigadier general.

This background provided the environment John Vance Lauderdale entered in April 1864: the army from General Connor down contemptuous of Mormons on moral and patriotic grounds, a defiant Brigham Young resisting an authoritarian federal government, Indians making a nuisance of themselves to settlers and travelers, and self-confident soldiers toughened in the mining camps ready to take on Mormons or Indians if necessary.


CHAPTER 1
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Fort Bridger,

Utah, 1864–1866

Dr. Lauderdale lodged in a Salt Lake City hotel for only a week before General Connor, on May 3, 1864, rearranged the postings of his medical personnel among the several posts that made up his command. Lauderdale had hoped to draw Camp Douglas to be near the amenities of Salt Lake City. Instead, he took station forty miles south of the city and reported to Major John M. O’Neill, who commanded three companies of California cavalry camped in Rush Valley, where the spring and summer grass afforded pasture for the horses. Until October 1864 Lauderdale lived in a tent city designated Camp Conness and attended to the medical wants of the troopers. Outdoor life and frequent trips to Salt Lake City provided new experiences with which to edify his sister Frank. For both, the Salt Lake Valley could hardly have been more remote in distance, people, and ways of life from upstate New York. Lauderdale had been in his new quarters less than a week when he penned a lengthy explanation to Frank of the two subjects uppermost in the minds of the California troops—Indians and Mormons.

On May 8, 1864, in an exegesis shot through with his new biases, he told why four thousand soldiers occupied this place.
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FIGURE 2. As a contract surgeon in the army, Lauderdale passed the summer of 1864 in Rush Valley, south of Salt Lake City, where the cavalry horses could feed on rich grass. A tent city named Camp Conness sheltered the troops. Lauderdale sketched it.

Some are guarding the overland road. Some are scouring the country in pursuit of wandering tribes of half starved indians, who have given the settlers trouble by their depredations. But do you think that this is all the work that so large a force of able men (whose fighting qualities are superior to any of your veterans of the states) are called upon to perform? By no means! Let that bloody indian battle which was fought one year ago last winter in the very coldest weather by a force of one hundred and eighty men against over three hundred savages and armed at that upon the Bear river, testify to the fighting qualities of California troops. But we too have ‘secesh’ to deal with, and they are the worst kind of disunionists any where to be found. In this territory of Utah are eighty thousand mormons who made no secrecy in declaring their sentiments of disunion, and ill will towards our and their government and I believe if they could, would do a good deal in lending material support to the armies of Jeff Davis in his attempt to crumble to the earth one of the best governments which they and we have prospered so long under. I do not suppose that the Mormons care anything about the extension of slavery as it exists in the southern states. I cannot think that they would surround themselves with a slave population and depend upon that kind of labor for their support. On the contrary from what I see around me, I believe that they would not have anything to do with the negro in any way. The elements which compose Mormon society could hold no relations with the black race. The Mormons cherish a saintly feeling of ill will towards the people of the northern states, by reason of the persecutions which they suffered at their hands while seeking to propagate one of the most sinful doctrines that ever was sown in the minds of any people, and that too under the sanction of divine revelation. In the daily violation of a law which is as distinctly laid down in the word of God as any thing touching human bondage, they cherishing in their breasts the same kind sympathy which one offender of the law manifests for another when both are brought to justice, look with an admiring glance upon the efforts which the South are making to perpetuate slavery. They well know that if slavery gains an ascendancy over freedom in our struggle, then polygamy a twin sister of the former, will be raised to a high position. This idea does not gain an expression in public, but they make bold to say in their church and other assemblies that the States are crumbling to pieces as fast as possible, and when they shall have become no longer a nation then mormonism (which is in its concentrated essence polygamy and oppression but which with saintly mien term the doctrines of the Latter day saints) will be known and read of all men. In my limited observations of these two systems of evil, polygamy and human slavery, I do not feel able to say which is the worst. They are both bad as they can be, and it is the labor and object of our armies now in the field with the help of God to put an end to these abominations. The difference in the magnitude of these two evils as they now stand is very great, but they are growing, and those who are urging them on are very sanguine of their ultimate triumph. Jeff Davis stands as the representative of one kind of human bondage and Brigham Young of another. Both are said to be divine institutions, and for the good of the human race. If you examine them carefully you will see that their advocates are a select few who do not care a straw for mankind but seek their own selfish ends. Jeff Davis sees money to be made out of slavery. Brigham has already become a millionaire at the expense of his too-willing and deluded followers. Now we who are in this army whether in the east or in the west, think that this game of swindling the ignorant and degraded portion of mankind has been played long enough, and are determined to put a stop to it. They have been desecrating this good land of ours by their base trafic in human flesh, and we are determined to cast them out. I need not tell you concerning the method by which this result is being brought about in the east, you are situated where you can observe for yourself. But here in the west the plan of operations is simply this. The indians are to be overawed by troops stationed in different parts of the territories & destroyed if they do any violence to the settlers, and in no case are they to be permitted to become allies of the Mormons, as they undoubtedly have been in more than one instance. The Mormons are to be disposed of in another way. Nearly all the mountains in Utah possess a good amount of mineral wealth, which the Mormons are very slow to develop. This must be done by “gentiles,” who are a more enterprising race. But they will not come here because the Mormons refuse them admission unless they pay tithes to Brigham Young and become good saints. Now this obstacle is removed by the presence in Salt Lake and vicinity of a portion of the Union army who will protect all miners and other gentile settlers. The soldiers themselves are doing a great deal to develop the mines, nearly every soldier in this camp owns more or less “feet” in the ledges about here. As soon as a gentile population has settled in the territory they will carry the elections and a good government will be the institution which will break up the old system of polygamy and oppressions which now exists. It is not good policy to resort to violent measures to rid our country of this evil particularly at this time, if we do the mormons may give us some trouble which we are to avoid at present. Great numbers of this people are beginning to see their delusion and are delighted with the advent of our armies among them. It gives them an opportunity to apostatize from and suffer no evil at the hands of their saintly oppressors. The Kingdom of Brigham is already tottering, the hand writing has appeared upon the wall and I believe that like a clear sighted observer (as he is) has read the inscription, but like a good business man will hold on a while till like Othellow his occupation is gone & then retired and live on his ill gotten gains. That is the whole matter, out here in this well nigh uninhabited desert. These troops constitute an army of occupation & that in a double sense. They protect miners who may come in to develop the mineral wealth of the country, and they do a good deal of “prospecting” themselves. . . . Our soldiers would have gladly gone east to participate in the bloody battles there fought, but prudence requires their presence here. They are cavalry men and the reason for our being in this particular valley of green growing rushes is, that the horses & mules may have better subsistence than they would get in the city of the saints whose oats are selling at three dollars & a half per bushel and hay is scarce.

Even earlier, after registering in the Salt Lake House and walking around the city, Lauderdale had vented his new opinion of Mormonism in a letter to Frank, April 30, 1864.

I am disposed to think that Brighams kingdom will not endure much longer. As Gentiles come among this people they must be soon taught that they are the willing subjects of a monarch who is taking the lions share of everything they possess that is worth having, and they will apostatize sooner or later. . . . The result will be that others who are doing well will apostatize also. They can do this now without any fear, for the cannon up at Camp Douglas stand ready to protect the people if they are at all imposed upon. The Mormons felt very nervous about having a camp established in their midst, but it is no use, they must yield obedience to the laws of the united states, as administered in the Territories. General Connor the commandant of this district will have nothing to do with Brigham, nor will he yield a single jot to gratify the whims of this greatest of latter day saints. The Genl will not consent to have his officers receive any attention from Brigham, that he Brigham may gain influence over them which he can turn to his advantage. . . . In personal appearance Brigham would remind you of some old Knickerbocker, fast inclining to corpulence, with a short neck, square shoulders, a full round face covered with whiskers from his ears down under the chin. . . .

I have not seen a good looking woman in all the town. They go about the streets with sunbonnets on, with their heads down to the ground, as if they were afraid to look any body in the face.

During the weeks at Camp Conness long pages of Lauderdale’s letters to Frank concerned the presidential election of 1864. A lifelong Democrat, neither John nor Frank could bring themselves to look favorably on the reelection of Abraham Lincoln. But as the campaign theme of General George B. McClellan emerged—states’ rights while preserving the Union—both reluctantly endorsed Lincoln and rejoiced when he was reelected.

With winter approaching and Camp Conness closing, in October 1864 Major O’Neill and his cavalry drew assignment to Fort Bridger, in what is now southwestern Wyoming but then was part of Utah Territory. Lauderdale went as post surgeon.

A trading post erected by mountain man Jim Bridger in 1843, Fort Bridger took on military significance in 1857 when General Albert Sidney Johnston led a federal army against the recalcitrant Mormons in the abortive “Utah War.” The Mormons burned the fort, but the army restored it the following year.

Lauderdale found the most conspicuous resident William A. Carter, postmaster, post sutler, trader, and U.S. commissioner—hence “Judge” Carter. He had come to Fort Bridger as sutler for Johnston’s army in 1857 and had built a lucrative business and gained high respect. Lauderdale made his first call on the Carters on October 29. He described them as “very pleasant,” consisting of “three young misses” and a baby boy. “Mrs. C. seems a pleasant kind-hearted woman. The prima donna of the evening, however, and the person who did a considerable part of the talking, was the governess, a Miss Tomlinson, who came out last spring from Perth Amboy NJ. She played the chimes on the piano.”
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FIGURE 3. Fort Bridger’s first citizen, Judge William A. Carter. Lauderdale formed a fast friendship with the merchant judge and his family.

A bit of humor circulated after the birth on October 16 of a son to Captain E. B. Zabriski, whom Lauderdale had earlier described as “quite a wag.” The captain at once assigned his baby as corporal in his company. The blacksmith fashioned a pair of spurs that fit snugly around the heels of the “Little Corporal’s” baby shoes.

Late on the morning of October 29, Lauderdale accompanied Major O’Neill to the home of another local character, whose family had contracted the measles.

[October 29, 1864] Uncle Jack is an old trapper and has two wives and what is more they are both indian women. They live in an old log house about five miles from the Fort. Uncle Jack is a sort of a farmer or rather keeps a little stock, and makes butter and cheese. The indian wives were the invalids. They were rather old people to have the disease above mentioned, but it seems that the children had it first, and then the old folks took it from them. The wives were each sitting up in their separate beds when I entered their little cabin. There was a very good cook stove in the room, but the general condition of things was rather squalid and poor. There were about as many buffalo robes as blankets on each of the beds. I looked at these squaws tongues, felt their pulses. Then took a bottle from my pocket and gave each a spoonful of syrup of syquills [?], first taking some myself to assure them that it was all right. After leaving some further directions with Uncle Jack I bade them good morning.

On November 5 Lauderdale informed sister Frank of a new commitment.

[Letter to Frank, November 5, 1864] There is a Secret Temperance society in the garrison called “The Good Templars.” I was initiated a member last Tuesday evening. It is the first Secret society I ever joined. And I was no sooner elected a member than I was chosen to an office viz “Grand Worthy Chaplin.” This of course is a “secret” and you must not tell it. I never was partial to secret societies but where the object is such a good one I could not resist the desire to promote the cause in this way.

As winter set in with subzero temperatures, Lauderdale cultivated a hobby of capturing and skinning wolves for their fur. He set three traps, one near his door, with a cord connecting the trap to a bell attached to his door.

[November 28, 1864] It is very exciting to start out on such a beautiful moonlight night as it is to night, and walk over the crispy snow which glitters in the moon beams. Before reaching the trap you can always hear the chain rattle and the animal making efforts to get away. If you find your game caught, a single blow with a club is generally enough to stun the animals. Then without banging away longer at his head you seize him by the throat, and suffocate him till he dies. This saves the shedding of blood which soils the fur. Wolf catching is fine amusement when they come to your door, and pull the bell.

Lauderdale’s object was to fashion a robe from the skins to ward off the winter cold.

By January 1865 he had accomplished this goal.

[Letter to Frank, January 1, 1865] Yes, I have had a good time catching wolves but I have quite the business now. Fifteen is my number, besides three foxes. . . . Everyone who sees my robe says it is beautiful, and worth a hundred dollars. It did not cost me five dollars saying nothing of the time it cost me to procure the material. It consists of twelve skins put together side by side in two rows. The tails are left on, and it is so put together, that a row of six tails forms a border on one side, the other row of six tails run down the middle at the junction of the first row. . . . The lining of the robe is a plain gray blanket, but more durable than any thing else I could procure. The size is five feet by six & a half, as large as possible and be handy.
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FIGURE 4. Judge Carter anointed Lauderdale “Captain General of Wolf Catchers” for his success in trapping wolves for their fur. The robe he crafted caught the attention of all at Fort Bridger. He described it in his journal and had himself photographed wearing it.

The robe proved so effective in warding off temperatures that fell as low as twenty below zero that he walked about often enough to capture everyone’s attention. Judge Carter awarded Lauderdale the title of “Captain General of Wolf Catchers” [February 4, 1865].

Lauderdale had special need for his robe that bitterly cold winter of 1864–1865, both outside and inside. The firewood supply became all but exhausted. Sitting in his robe watching a few dying coals in his fireplace, he lamented:

[March 4, 1865] The feelings upper most in my mind just now are bitter denunciations upon the miserable commanders who had charge of things at this post during the fall and summer, for neglecting to provide wood for those who would winter here. And I blame General Connor as well as the rest, for allowing two companies of men to winter here, when no provision had been made for them. He had no right to send them east until he had ascertained to a certainty that troops could be sent across the Rockys. There was his blunder. The troops were only able to get five days on their route, when they were obliged to go into winter quarters at this Post, and eat & burn us out of our provisions and wood.

[December 31, 1864] Lauderdale and Judge Carter became so close that the doctor shared Christmas dinner with the Carters and a few other invited guests. “It was the most sumptuous feast I have sat down to in many a day. The goose which was placed before the Judge for him to carve was elegant. The dance a little later was a pleasant affair to those who like it. And we had a little oyster supper which was got up by Henry my old black cook of Camp Conness who superintends one of the officers messes here. The oysters we get here come all the way from Baltimore, and are quite good.”

Lauderdale’s opinion of Indians reflected the general attitude at Fort Bridger—one arrived at in large part because Indians interrupted the mail so often.

[Letter to Frank, January 14, 1865] Trouble again among the “Red Skins!” “Hang em! Wipe em out!” Dispose of them some way if they will not allow the stages to run unmolested, and stop killing defenseless whites. . . . This tampering with indians is “played out” they are a lot of vagabonds, vagrants, loafers. . . . If they wont work like other people they had better be exterminated. They are nothing but a nuisance and an
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