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E
xcessive alcohol consumption plagued western frontier soldiers throughout the nineteenth century. Alcohol 

forts across the West. At Fort Hays, military records reveal that alcohol-related crimes occurred more than any 

the transformation of the American West, through the conclusion of the Indian Wars, the end of the stage line business, 

not, they turned to alcohol. Despite punishments such as the loss of up to ten dollars from a thirteen-dollar monthly 

throughout the fort’s existence. The monotony and boredom of post life at Fort Hays, coupled with an alcoholic culture, 
unmotivated soldiers, hypocritical leaders, failed alcohol policy, and nearby temptations, led to an environment ripe 
for alcohol abuse. 
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E
stablished permanently on the western Kansas 
plains in 1867 and operating through 1889, Fort 
Hays protected the Smoky Hill Trail. Unlike 
the Santa Fe Trail, which facilitated trade, and 

the Oregon Trail, which transported settlers, the Smoky 

encroached upon well-established Indian hunting 
grounds. The Kansas prairie once harbored millions of 
buffalo, providing a food source for thousands of Indians. 
Therefore, tribes such as the Cheyenne, Sioux, Kiowa, 
Comanche, Pawnee, and others resented the interference 
of white men on the central plains. The arrival of the 
railroad and subsequent commercial slaughter of buffalo 
further betrayed the Medicine Lodge and Fort Laramie 
treaties, which guaranteed Indians the right to hunt on 

the government funded military installations such as Fort 
Hays.1

development, the “Indian problem” was becoming less of 
a factor at Fort Hays. On November 10, 1871, Colonel W. 

between this Post and Fort Wallace will at all 

in the neighborhood of their respective stations. 

their stations, and coming from points off the 
railroad, if they have seen Indians or any signs of 
them. If Indians have been seen they will ascertain 
the tribe to which they belong, their number, 
whether peaceable or hostile, the direction in 
which they are traveling and where going, and if 
accompanied by women and children. Peaceable 
Indians will not be troubled or will they permit 

obtain about the movements of Indians. Indians 

will not be permitted in or around the stations but 
will be kept at a respectable distance.2

Considering the majority of soldiers remained on base 
while on duty, the passive Indian policy outlined by 

soldiers had with Indians. In fact, between 1867 and 1884, 

the effects of alcohol on the fort’s men, reporting twenty-
two cases of delirium tremens between 1867 and 1873, 
with nine cases—or one in twenty soldiers—in 1873 
alone.3 These numbers make clear that alcoholism posed 
a greater threat to Fort Hays soldiers than Indians did 
between 1867 and 1889.

Marked by severe hallucinations and body tremors, 
delirium tremens is the most severe form of alcohol 
withdrawal. Modern medical research indicates that 
delirium tremens is usually triggered in patients who 
commonly consume more than half a bottle (750 mg) 
of spirits a day. Such patients show symptoms of 
convulsions, disorientation, confusion, hallucinations, 
and general insanity. Since the delirium tremens are a 
life-threatening condition, modern medicine encourages 
several days of hospital care, often in a psychiatric 
ward.4 While the number of cases of delirium tremens 

abuse at the post, alcoholism was hardly considered an 
illness there and it only received treatment in its most 
extreme forms. Physicians reported a mere eight cases of 
“chronic alcoholism” throughout Fort Hays’s existence, 
demonstrating their unwillingness to label alcohol abuse 
as a disease. Other potential symptoms of alcoholism, 
including bronchitis, received isolated treatment. By 
neglecting the source of the problem, the health of Fort 
Hays soldiers deteriorated.5

1. William A. Dobak, 
 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 

1998); and Leo E. Oliva,  (Topeka: 
Kansas State Historical Society, 1996). Fort Hays, originally established 

day Walker, Kansas, was relocated near Hays City in June 1867, due to 

2
Orders and Circulars, April 18, 1871–December 30, 1873, Records of Fort 
Hays, Kansas: U.S. Army Post, 1866–1889, vol. 43, National Archives 

Kansas.
3. Jerry B. Ramsey, “Fort Hays: An Analysis of the Federal 

Government’s Military Activities on the Kansas Plains” (master’s 
thesis, Fort Hays State University, 1972), 112–17. Seventy-seven gunshot 
wounds were recorded, but over half of them occurred between 1867 

between soldiers and civilians.
4. Jonathan Chick, “Delirium Tremens: Try to Spot it Early,” 

 298 (1989): 3–4. 
5. Ramsey, “Fort Hays,” 112–17. Note that physicians did not 

commonly report alcoholism as a disease. Instead, they treated 
conditions such as delirium tremens as separate disorders.
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I
n the eighteenth century Americans and Europeans 
generally agreed that spirits such as gin, rum, 
and brandy were nutritious and healthy. People 
viewed liquor as a cure-all substance, effective in 

treating colds, fevers, snakebites, frostbitten toes, broken 
legs, depression, tension, and various other ailments. 
Americans of all social classes, even slaves, drank in high 
volume, enjoying the ability of alcohol to promote a sense 
of camaraderie and happiness. Eventually referred to as 
a “nation of drunkards,” Americans faced the reality of 
excessive alcohol usage across the colonies. Regardless 
of their concerns, several American founding fathers 
indulged in alcohol. For example, John Adams was 
known to drink a tankard of hard cider for breakfast 
every morning.6 Even George Washington once remarked 

Liquor have been experienced in all Armies, and are 
not to be disputed.”7 In 1770, according to historian W. 
J. Rorabaugh, the American “colonies imported 4 million 

gallons of rum and distilled another 5 million.” Alcohol 
in various forms became the cheapest and most plentiful 
beverage in America. With an often-limited water supply 
and an unwillingness to spend extra money on alternative 
beverages such as milk or tea, a drinking culture 
developed throughout the nation, and consequently, 
within the military.8

Between 1800 and 1830 the average American drank 
around 3.6 gallons of alcohol a year. Over the following 
one hundred years, however, alcohol consumption 
declined rapidly. Due to temperance movements and, 
over time, legal Prohibition, alcohol played a declining 
role in American society. Adjusting for a suggested 40 
percent underestimation due to the era’s incomplete 
data, the average American consumed around 1.7 gallons 
of alcohol a year during Fort Hays’s existence.9 This 

8. Rorabaugh, , 64.
9. Rorabaugh, , 225–39; Greg Austin and Ron 

Origins of Historical U.S. per capita Alcohol Consumption Statistics,” 
paper originally presented at the Alcohol and Temperance History 
Group’s International Congress on the Social History of Alcohol, Huron 
College, London, Ontario, Canada, May 13–15, 1993, available online at 

 

6. W. J. Rorabaugh,  
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 5–6, 25.

7. Robert Wooster, 
 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 

Press, 2009), 68.
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rates, did not represent the reality of the average frontier 
soldier.

A
mong the myriad of problems faced by 
soldiers at Fort Hays, alcohol abuse was the 
most destructive. Though once considered the 
defenders of the American West, by the time 

the frontier was mostly settled soldiers stationed at the fort 
had fallen into the role of common laborers. Alcoholism 
developed as soldiers lost themselves in the bland routine 
of garrison life. Rather than addressing potential causes of 

the use of intoxicating liquor. Observing the social 
customs of the military, Army Lieutenant Duane Merritt 
Greene suggested “the blighting curse of intemperance 
destroys ninety per cent more of the Army than powder 
and ball.”10

The military’s problems with alco- 
holism were exacerbated by the 
identity crisis suffered by the U.S. 
Army following the Civil War. The  
days of high morale, unity, and 
patriotism had passed, leaving 
behind an era of governmental 
neglect and public disinterest in 
which the country’s forces lacked 
training, motivation, numbers, and 

frontier soldiers joined the military 
for a variety of reasons. Without the 
patriotic motivation seen during the 
Civil War, soldiers used the army to 
provide themselves food, shelter, 
and other personal necessities. 

the Irish, joined the army due largely 
to a lack of alternative opportunities. 

men from the East found respite 
through guaranteed pay. Even crim-
inals and fugitives operating under 
aliases often escaped into the armed 
forces. No matter their reason for 
joining, soldiers possessing an honest 
desire to defend the frontier against 
Indians proved rare.11 Without motiva-

 
frontier posts found themselves living lives centered 
around methodical, but mostly mundane, routines.

Having little to offer in terms of recreation or 
entertainment, frontier military outposts harbored al-
coholism throughout the second half of the nineteenth 
century. According to historian Jack D. Foner, “even the 
best men sank into a dull apathy and became weary, 

have become good soldiers became disgusted with 
the service and sought an avenue of escape from the 
discomforts and monotony of their lives.”12 Similarly, 
Lieutenant Greene observed that soldiers “tremble on the 
brink of a drunkard’s grave—men who might have made 
themselves famous as warriors, but preferred to expend 
their genius in dissipation and revelry.” The military 

11. Jeremy Agnew,  (Missoula, 
Mont.: Mountain Press Publishing Company, 2008), 11.

12. Jack D. Foner, 
 (New York: Humanities Press, 1970), 29–30.

 

10. Duane Merritt Greene, 
 

(Chicago: Central Publishing Company, 1880), 188.
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failed to provide soldiers mental or 
physical stimulation, resulting in a  
state of boredom and loneliness. 
As one frontier soldier stated, “If 
an enlisted man frequents saloons 
and liquor stores, he does so in most 
cases more for the sake of company to 
relieve his mind from the oppressive, 
dull routine in the garrison.”13

In addition to nearby saloons, 
soldiers commonly purchased alcohol 
on base. Various private dispensers of 
whiskey supplied alcohol to travelers, 
Indians, and soldiers. They typically 
operated near Indian agencies, forts, 
and trail stops. Sanctioned by the army, 
the post sutler (later known as the post 
trader) sold items not provided by the 
post quartermaster and commissary. 

tobacco, candy, and shoes, the post 
sutler also provided alcohol. A center 
of social activity, the post sutler often 
featured games such as billiards and 
promoted an entertaining atmosphere 
for frequently drunk soldiers.14

Soldiers commonly spent the majority of their pay 
on drinking and gambling. At around ten cents a shot, 
whiskey offered a cheap opportunity for entertainment. 
Many times, post sutlers purchased extremely large 
quantities of raw grain alcohol for the soldiers. To mimic 

pepper, ginger, molasses, tree bark, tobacco, and even 
ammonia, gunpowder, and turpentine. George Custer’s 

Plains whiskey is usually very rapid in its 
effect, but the stage-station liquor was concocted 
from drugs that had power to lay out even a hard-
drinking old cavalryman like a dead person, 
in what seemed no time at all. . . . A barrel of 
tolerably good whiskey sent from the States was, 
by addition of drugs, made into several barrels 
after it reached the Plains.15

Despite some seemingly awful concoctions, heavy 
drinkers could consume around a quart of whiskey a 
day, sometimes without becoming visibly intoxicated. 

dispose of one canteen full each day.”16

When alcohol became unavailable for any reason, 
soldiers went to great lengths to obtain it. In his memoirs, 
Corporal E. A. Bode recounted a soldier’s state of affairs: 
“While in the lockup [for drunkenness] he would use all 
his ingenuity to obtain liquor, when out at work he would 
contemplate how to work without doing anything.” After 
spending time in the hospital for chronic diarrhea, Bode 
grew tired of seeing sick and dying men on a daily basis. 
As a solution, he decided to fake recovery, turning to a 

bottle under the folds of his bed sack, secretly indulging 
when the opportunity arose. To his surprise, someone 
stole the bottle (and every bottle he purchased afterward). 

16. Greene, , 188; Custer 
quoted in Lawrence A. Frost,  (Seattle, Wash.: 
Superior Publishing, 1976), 177. 

13. Greene, , 189. The 
soldier’s quote is from Foner, , 
30. 

14. Agnew, , 112.
1

(New York: Charles L. Webster & Company, 1887), 657.
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After some time passed, a friend of Bode’s disclosed that 
the thief had been discharged. His friend explained, “The 
man thought [Bode] in such a low state of health that the 
wine would only be thrown away, consequently of more 

17 On a different 
occasion, Bode recalled a man selling oranges for twenty-

with whiskey. Similarly, Seventh Cavalryman Andrew 
Flynn spoke of a Nebraska farmer selling watermelon 
to soldiers on base for ten cents. Being a bigger fruit 
than Bode’s oranges, a dollar watermelon came loaded 
with up to a pint of whiskey.18 Soldiers even resorted to 
purchasing reshaped tin cans disguised as hymnbooks. 

the label of “bosom companion.” As stated by a soldier, 

“there were a ‘thousand and one ways and means that a 
soldier will indulge in to get whiskey.’”19

D
runkenness was epidemic throughout Fort 
Hays’s existence, and it affected directly and 
indirectly the lives of all enlisted soldiers. After 
the fort relocated in 1867—from its original 

to near Hays City—alcohol abuse became widespread as 
the city offered new temptations for enlisted men. Nearby 
saloons, featuring gambling, prostitution, and other 
potential indulgences, became an attractive alternative for 
soldiers embittered by the grind of military scheduling. 
Not surprisingly, the proximity of a developing frontier 
community also led to a growing number of “absent 
without leave” court-martial convictions. 

Sentinel 

17. E. A. Bode, 
, ed. Thomas T. Smith 

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 18, 20–22.
18. ., 133; Don Rickey, Jr., 

(Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1963), 105.

19. Kevin Adams, 
 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2009), 

117; and David M. Delo, 
 (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1992), 114.
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frontier military leaders preferred strict scheduling. In 
January 1869 Battalion Colonel Anderson D. Nelson 
released a daily schedule for Fort Hays soldiers. Though 
daily schedules varied from fort to fort, Nelson’s schedule 
followed a typical weekday for a frontier soldier:

6:49 am: Reveille 
7:04 am: Stable Call 
7:19 am: Breakfast Call 
7:49 am: Fatigue Call 
8:00 am: Sick Call 
9:00 am: Guard Mounting 
9:00 am: Morning Inspection (Sundays) 
10:00 am: Water Call 
10:00 am: Drill 
11:00 am: Church (Sundays) 
11:00 am: Recall from Drill 
12:00 pm: 1st Sergeant Call 
12:00 pm: Recall from Fatigue 
12:30 pm: Dinner Call 
1:00 pm: Fatigue Call 
3:00 pm: Drill Call 
4:00 pm: Water Call 
4:00 pm: Recall from Drill 
4:30 pm: Stable Call 
4:30 pm: Recall from Fatigue 
30 minutes before sunset: Dress Parade (Sundays) 
4:42 pm: Retreat 
8:00 pm: Tattoo 
8:30 pm: Taps20

Aside from meals and short breaks, a soldier’s day 
consisted of tedious, routine-oriented activities. After 
breakfast, for example, soldiers often checked into 
fatigue duty, which demanded an assortment of non-
military tasks such as gardening, construction, digging, 
or cleaning. Due to the harsh scheduling, the repetitive 
nature of fort life, and unpleasant tasks such as fatigue 
duty, during his time at Fort Leavenworth Captain Albert 

 of this 
. I am weary, weary, weary, with never a 

moment to rest! Not the veriest [ ] convict in a prison 
is more unfortunately and unhappily situated than an 

21 A chaplain at Fort 
Davis in Texas once noted that “the peculiar isolation 
. . . surrounded by a vast, desolate and uninhabited 
country creates a cheerless atmosphere—which render[s] 
temptations to intemperance very strong.”22 When new 
entertainments presented themselves after the move to 
Hays City, many enlisted men lost the will to submit to 
such a strict, demanding lifestyle. 

Soldiers found excessively drunk on duty faced 
charges for conduct “prejudicial to good order and 
military discipline.” As the fort grew, court-martial 

precisely outlined wrongdoings and consistently 
punished wrongdoers. For example, fort records indicate 
that Private Joseph Picket “did get drunk and behave in 
a very rough and boisterous loud manner” in February 
1868. Charged with absence and poor conduct, the court 
sentenced him to twenty days of hard labor under guard 
supervision and issued a twelve-dollar withholding from 
his monthly pay, effectively eliminating his entire thirteen-
dollars-a-month in compensation.23 Despite the frequency 
of courts-martial, however, several post commanders 
turned a blind eye to drinking-related crimes, especially 

drunkenness. When questioned about the incident, the 
post commander jokingly claimed, “If I were to prefer the 
charge of drunkenness against him, I couldn’t  it!”24

In addition to increases in absence and drunkenness, 
the rate of military desertion also rose in the early days 
of Fort Hays. Soldiers deserted the military for a number 

commander, blamed desertion on the quality of soldiers 
recruited in the East. As he put it, “No squad of recruits 
enlisted in New York leaves the city without containing 
faces familiar to the old city detectives. . . . We enlist men 
. . . without knowing their names, residences or anything 
whatever about them. Is it strange that a third of our Army 
deserts each year?” Others believed that soldiers enlisted 

that “in a detachment of 100 recruits, at least one-fourth of 
them enlist for that purpose.” In reality, a combination of 

20. Anderson D. Nelson, January 3, 1869, Post Order, General Orders 
and Circulars, January 3, 1869–April 16, 1871, 

, vol. 42, T-713, Forsyth Library.

21. Robert M. Utley ed., 
 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press, 1987), 128.
22. William A. Dobak and Thomas D. Phillips, 

 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001), 163.
23. Private Joseph Picket, February 1868, Court Martial Records, 

Special Orders, 1866–1868, 
, vol. 49, T-713, Forsyth Library.

24. Greene, , 194–95.
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led to national desertion numbers as high as 14,068 out 

army did go after deserters. Once apprehended, however, 
deserted soldiers did not often face punishment from the 
army.25

In addition to common soldiers, regimental band 
members earned a notoriously disruptive reputation. 
Recruited to provide music for ceremonies, public 
concerts, dances, patriotic celebrations, and other daily 
functions, regimental bands helped boost morale at 
western posts. Although subject to the same hardships 
as other soldiers, bandsmen often received preferential 
treatment from their superiors.26 On January 25, 1869, nine 
members of the Fort Hays regimental band went missing 

dollars out of his monthly paycheck for escaping to Hays 
City, presumably for drinking and entertainment. Two 
months later, musician Nicholas Reed went on trial after 
failing to deliver a scheduled performance for the post 

been too drunk to play his instrument, and sentenced him 
to hard labor for a month.27 Other enlisted men commonly 
lost more than ten dollars from their paychecks and often 
also received labor sentences. Bandsmen took advantage 
of their preferred status, and, as a result, earned their 
rowdy reputation through heavy drinking and frequent 
court-martial visits. 

Especially disruptive soldiers faced prolonged solitary 

unlikely to attack, the post used its stone blockhouse as a 

breaking into a woman’s quarters. If a soldier managed to 25. Foner, , 6–7; see also, 
Greene, , 194–95.

26. Thomas Railsback, “Military Bands and Music in the Frontier 
West, 1866–1891” (master’s thesis, Fort Hays State University, 1978), 103. 
Bandsmen made thirteen dollars a month, earning an annual dollar raise 

one dollars a month. Chief musicians made sixty dollars a month.

27. Nicholas Reed, February 23, 1869, General Order No. 5, and 
March 22, 1869, General Order No. 10, General Orders and Circulars, 
January 3, 1869–April 16, 1871, 

, vol. 42, T-713, Forsyth Library.
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32. Bode, , 62; and Dobak and Phillips, 
, 160.

33. James D. Drees, “The Hays City Vigilante Period, 1868–1869” 
(master’s thesis, Fort Hays State University, 1983), 8.

34. “Salina, Ellsworth, and Hays City,” (Lawrence) 
, November 26, 1867. 

sometimes waited. After several alcohol-related incidents 
in March and April 1869, soldiers faced innovative 
charges. The garrison court-martial sentenced one man to 
two days of guard duty while carrying a forty-pound log 
on his back from reveille to retreat. In another case, a man 
lost fourteen dollars from his monthly pay and had to 

28 As the 
fort evolved, this brand of punishment became common.

T
aking advantage of a cornered market, the post 

In mid-1872 fort records indicate that the post 
trader offered an impressive supply of liquor, 

glasses.29 Payday was especially lucrative for the post 

explained, “Pay day for the privates & a trying day it is 

The men are almost unmanageable as soon as they have 
a dollar.”30 A minister associated with an investigation on 
alcohol usage at Fort Sheridan, Illinois, in the late 1880s 
concurred:

It was a time when pay-day meant absence from 
the post of almost half the command; when men 
were robbed by dive-keepers on all sides, and 
when they were imprisoned in the Guard House 
by the score for drunkenness. Liquor saloons 
were in abundance at the gates of every post; vile 
liquors and sometimes vile drugs were given out 
over the bar, and all the abominations annexed to 
such places were put in the pathway of the young 
men of the Army.31

Although paydays were intended to occur on schedule, 
the paymaster was not always able to arrive in a timely 
fashion. Several months of pay could sometimes be ac-
crued at once, usually resulting in unruly and irresponsible 

Payday was always a holiday and duly celebrated 
by all concerned. Buying necessary articles, 
spending foolishly, or on whiskey and gambling, 
the money was generally invested and nothing 
left for most, [other] than the hope of another 
payday. If one or more were unlucky enough to 
have their pay taken by a court-martial there was 
always a dollar or so left to gamble with, trusting 
their luck for drinks.32

hard work. After long, tedious days at the fort, soldiers 
craved entertainment no matter the cost.

Though not as famous as Kansas cow towns 
such as Dodge City, Wichita, or Abilene, Hays City 
outperformed them in violence, prostitution, and general 
unwholesomeness. Surprisingly, Dodge City, Wichita, 

a single year. On the other hand, Hays City reported 
thirteen murders in 1869 alone, almost one third of them 
involving soldiers.33 The documented 
an outsider’s perspective in November 1867:

Hays City is really under martial law, the town 
being policed by soldiers from the Fort; and, 
what makes it trebly [ ] obnoxious to some, 
the soldiers are colored. They certainly have 
the credit, however, of maintaining quiet and 
generally good order throughout the day and 
night; that is, quiet for a frontier town. Of course 
there is drinking, and consequently drunkenness, 
for how could it be otherwise, where nearly every 
business house in town has a bar in one corner of 
the establishment? Of course there is gambling, 
and money is lost, pockets are sometimes picked 
and occasionally a man is knocked down; but, on 
the whole, Hays City gives more security to life 
and property than most towns peopled by men 

away.3428. For punishments see March 31, 1869, General Order No. 13, and 
April 15, 1869, General Order No. 14, General Orders and Circulars, 
January 3, 1869–April 16, 1871, 

, vol. 42, T-713, Forsyth Library.
29. For beer prices see July 12, 1872, Post Order, General Orders and 

Circulars, April 18, 1871–December 30, 1873, 
, vol. 43, T-713, Forsyth Library.

30. Agnew, , 169.
31. Quoted in Louis Livingston Seaman, “Why the Army Canteen 

Should Be Restored,”  176 (January 1903): 81.
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Vigilantism contributed greatly to violence in the city. 
When soldiers and civilians clashed, vigilante committees 
helped determine the most favorable solution to violence. 
These committees allowed men like “Wild” Bill Hickok 
to thrive as vigilantes, often acting against the interests 
of soldiers.35

In addition to vigilantism, race also contributed to 
violence in Hays City. Popularly known as “buffalo 
soldiers,” black soldiers played a major role within the 
United States military toward the end of the Civil War. 
Black soldiers were stationed at Fort Hays between 1867 
and 1871, and in August 1867 over half of Fort Hays’s 
garrison belonged to black regiments. The buffalo soldiers 
of the Thirty-Eighth Infantry and Tenth Cavalry fueled a 

Eighth Infantry often worked within city limits, exposing 
the soldiers to more freely available alcohol and other 
temptations. Many of these soldiers began their career at 
Fort Hays, heightening their susceptibility to alcoholism 
and poor behavior. In February 1868 a General Order sent 
a picket guard on patrol to arrest loud, drunk, or escaped 
men. This came in response to members of the Thirty-

Eighth Infantry escaping drunk the 
month before. On a separate occasion, 
a member of the Thirty-Eighth Infantry 
provided a patient at the post hospital 
a bottle of liquor. The patient sneaked 
out of the hospital and got drunk in a 
nearby ravine. On assignment in Hays  
City, many buffalo soldiers at Fort 
Hays fell victim to alcoholism. In 
addition, these men faced intense 
racial discrimination outside the fort, 
which sometimes resulted in violence 
or murder.36

At the same time that the post trader 
was busy plying alcohol to the fort’s 
soldiers, the fort itself was changing. 
By late 1871 Fort Hays offered church 
services, a reading room, and a school 
for soldiers and children. Neither these 
advances, nor the increasing number 
of families on base, however, lowered 
drinking numbers. In fact, throughout 
the nearly twenty years the fort was 
occupied heavy alcohol use remained 
constant amongst the average 248 

men per year stationed there. Alcohol-fueled crimes also 
continued to occur on a frequent basis, prompting a post 
notice in early 1872 that warned: “It has come to the notice 

Garrison are in the habit of visiting Hays City without 
permission. The attention of the Company Commanders 
is called to this irregularity.” The notice came after 
several alcohol-related court-martial hearings, including 
an incident in March 1872 during which an enlisted man 
allowed working prisoners to get drunk. The private was 
also accused of allowing a prisoner to conceal a bottle of 
whiskey back into the guardhouse. Oddly, in his defense 
the private claimed innocence because the bottle of 
liquor he provided to the prisoner was actually gin, not 
whiskey. Not humored, the court felt compelled to alter 
the charge, eventually sentencing the private to a loss of 

later, a “grossly intoxicated” Fort Hays sergeant, George 

36. James N. Leiker, “The Buffalo Soldiers at Fort Hays” (master’s 
thesis, Fort Hays State University, 1992), 4, 90–91.35. Drees, “The Hays City Vigilante Period, 1868–1869,” 28.

Harper’s Weekly
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to drink. As a result, the sergeant lost his rank and was 
again made a private.37

B
y the mid-nineteenth century the alcoholic 
nature of the frontier military had become an 
embarrassing reality for both local and federal 
governments and opposition to military drink-

ing mounted. In 1862 the controversial Union Comman-

unite in setting the soldiers an example of total abstinence 
from intoxicating drinks, it would be equal to an addition 
of 50,000 to the armies of the United States.”38 During the 
Civil War era, the post sutler was often the scapegoat for 
heavy military drinking. The government attempted to 
abolish the position in 1866 by hastily replacing it with 
a comparably franchised post trader. But by 1870 the 
post trader was selling liquor to both soldiers and area 
residents, and, in response to the problems associated 
with drinking, a powerful temperance movement had 
begun in both the state of Kansas and within the military.39

In the 1880s a War Department study revealed 
that “about forty” per every thousand soldiers were 

40 When 
dealing with liquor policy, the military had operated 
under the slogan of “condone but control” up until 1881. 
However, on February 22 of that year, General William 

prohibited the sale of all intoxicating liquors to soldiers. 
With approval from President Rutherford B. Hayes, 
General Order Number 24 drastically altered the role of 
the post trader. After hearing of the order, Post Trader 

here . . . say that the order can’t stand, that it would be 
destruction of all discipline if it did not break up the army; 
the soldiers will have liquor, and will desert to get it. The 

and I am much concerned about it.” Enforcement of the 
presidential decree varied from fort to fort. Isolated forts 

the order, while more populated, urban posts obeyed it. 
Due to immediate, harsh protests against Hayes’s decree, 
post traders won the right to continue serving “light” 
beverages, such as cider, wine, beer, and ale.41

Soldiers had enjoyed access to rum, brandy, and 
whiskey since before the Civil War, so it is unsurprising 
that the military’s new liquor policy inspired great 

37. George Williams, March 10, 1872, General Order No. 7, and May 
26, 1872, General Order No. 13, General Orders and Circulars, April 18, 
1871–December 30, 1873, 

, vol. 43, T-713, Forsyth Library.
38. William E. Unrau, 

 (Lawrence: University Press of 
Kansas, 1996), 7.

39. Ramsey, “Fort Hays,” 112–13.

40. James N. Leiker, :  
(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2002), 76.

41. Delo, , 191, 199.
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controversy. Soon after the 1881 order abolished hard 
liquor sales, the army began experimenting with new 
ideas for soldiers’ entertainment. The post exchange 
combined the features of a reading room, recreation room, 
general store, and restaurant. The exchange provided 
amenities for soldiers that the government did not. The 
government appointed traders to work as storekeepers, 
allowing them to serve beer and light liquors in a separate 
room known as the post canteen, a concession granted in 
response to the negative consequences of the 1881 ban on 
hard liquor sales. According to Foner, soldiers argued that 
it was “unfair to impose total abstinence upon enlisted 
men while others were under no such restriction.”42 
After the military implemented the post canteen, many 
noticed an immediate improvement in soldierly behavior. 
Despite its apparent success, the military abolished the 
post canteen in 1901. As with previous alcohol policies, 
the decision met intense criticism. Major Louis Livingston 
Seaman, a surgeon in the military and a veteran of the 
Spanish-American War, wrote an article defending the 

post canteen in 1903. Along with Secretary of War Elihu 
Root, Seaman advocated the canteen’s restoration for the 

Written from the perspective of a concerned doctor, 
Seaman’s article highlights multiple reasons for the 
canteen’s reinstatement. Seaman asserted that the 
military’s main motive in abolishing the canteen centered 

attention and embarrassed the military. Had the military 
simply changed the canteen’s name to the “soldier’s 
club,” its function would have been preserved. Seaman 
argued that the canteen represented a less objectionable 
saloon and reduced overall drinking due to direct military 
supervision. In addition to lowering the desertion rate 
and improving soldier morale, he also claimed that: 

The Post Exchange as it existed in 1900 was the 
most rational compromise that the ripe experience 

it was not abused in the camps; it has been the 
soldier’s friend, often saving him from disgrace 
and disease worse than death. In abolishing it, 42. Foner, , 80.
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one might say that Congress in “killing a mouse, 
resurrected a monster.”43

Along with the entire nation around the turn of the century, 

and intemperance. According to historian Paul E. 
Kopperman, “any campaign to reduce drunkenness had 

culture that surrounded and shaped the military, and two, 
the widespread belief that liquor was in some respects 
useful to the army.”44

A
s the military debated its alcohol policy after 
the Civil War, the state of Kansas adopted 
one of the most radical Prohibition stances in 
American history. By 1880 alcohol Prohibition 

was written into the Kansas State Constitution and, 
ironically, by the time Fort Hays was shuttered in 1889, 
a military post exchange was the only place to purchase 
alcohol legally in the state. Prohibition produced a 

Many saloons closed, though a few adapted, including the 
legendary Tommy Drum Saloon, a staple of downtown 
Hays, which switched to selling lemonade and cigars. The 
former owner of the Gem Saloon became the Fort Hays 

43. Seaman, “Why the Army Canteen Should Be Restored,” 90.
44. Paul E. Kopperman, “‘The Cheapest Pay’: Alcohol Abuse in the 

Eighteenth-Century British Army,”  60 (July 
1996): 445–70.

Combined with the garrison reduction of 1884, the loss of 
alcohol sales to soldiers caused dire economic conditions 
in Hays.45

According to historian Craig Miner, Kansas Prohibition 
found its roots in the alcoholic excesses of the Kansas 
territorial and cattle-trade eras.46 Despite its connection 
to Kansas’s early economic growth, military drinking 
also contributed to shifting attitudes about alcohol across 
the state. What began as an American social custom had 
transformed into a major social and political problem by 
the mid-nineteenth century. National antialcohol efforts 
culminated in 1920 with the Eighteenth Amendment to 
the Constitution. Forty years earlier, however, Kansas 

constitution. The drinking culture, evident in places 
like Fort Hays and Hays City, fueled radical temperance 
movements supported by an evangelical base largely 
foreign to western Kansas culture. Kansas temperance 

by the problems with alcoholism at military installations 

the state’s alcohol policy, Fort Hays remained immune to 
local restrictions until its close in 1889. 

45. Old Fort Hays: A Century Past, (Kansas) , April 
5, 1984.

46. Craig Miner,  
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002), 56.

 


