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When the echoes of gunfire died away
on the morning of August 31, 1886, Pvt.
William M. Miller lay mortally wounded
upon the field, another casualty from
the army’s many decades of service in
the American West. [ wish | could report
that Miller's sacrifice was rewarded by a
citation for bravery in the face of a wor-
thy foe. The truth is, however, the unfor-
tunate soldier accidentally shot himself
while hunting at Fort Robinson, Ne-
braska, where he was the post telegra-
pher. His shotgun discharged, nearly
severing his left wrist and firing the
birdshot into his brain. Miller was bur-
ied the next day in the post cemetery.!

Private Miller was one of hundreds of
frontier army officers, noncoms, enlisted
men, and their dependents who were
wounded, permanently disabled, or killed
in firearms accidents, Spread over the de-
cades and the vast geography of the nine-
teenth-century military frontier, however,
and overshadowed by well-publicized ca-
sualties from major engagements, these
losses attracted little attention.

This study was prompted, in part, by
my earlier review of firearms use by
overland emigrants, which revealed that
inexperience with guns, carelessness,
the idiosyncrasies of nineteenth-century
weapons, and fears of a presumably
dangerous unknown contributed to
many accidents.? Did the same prob-
lems prevail in an organization where

James E. Potter is an associate director of the
Nebraska State Historical Society, the head of its
Research and Publications Division. His essay,
“The Pageant Revisited: Indian Wars Medals of
Honor in Nebraska, 1865-1879,” will appear in
the forthcoming NSHS-University of Nebraska
Press book, The Nebraska Indian Wars Reader.

By James E. Potter

strict discipline supposedly governed
the use and handling of weapons? It be-
came clear that carelessness and inex-
perience with firearms also plagued the
army. Enlistees generally received little
or no training at the recruiting depots,

In 1865 Wayman $t. Clair, Eleventh Ohio Volunteer Covalry, pbsed for his portrait at

and during much of the period the army
served in the West, the demands of fa-
tigue and campaigning prevented sys-
tematic instruction once the men
reached their units. In an environment
where young men were constantly han-

Deer Creek Station in present Wyoming. His Company G suffered its share of firearms
accidents during its frontier duty. St. Clair holds a Remington revolver, with a Spencer
rifle at his side. Courtesy of Wyoming Division of Cultural Resources, Cheyenne
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dling guns, the most severe discipline
could do little to compensate for these
shortcomings.?

In looking at the frontier army, | have
recorded 120 fatalities and two hundred
injuries from firearms accidents between
1806 and 1891. These losses were in ad-
dition to many other shootings involving
suicides, homicides, or so-called “per-
sonal encounters,” which I did not con-
sider in this study. Except for records of
Nebraska military posts on microfilm at
the Nebraska State Historical Society,
and several valuable contributions from
colleagues, the data for this article has
been drawn mostly from published dia-
ries, articles, and reminicenses about the
frontier army, the Army and Navy Jour-
nal, and the annual “Report of the Sur-
geon General.” | have not yet mined the
National Archives or other repositories
for medical histories and related docu-
ments of posts and units, where I would
expect to find additional reports of acci-
dental shootings.

One of the most valuable sources of
data on accidental gunshot wounds is
Report of Surgical Cases in the Army,
published by Surg. Gen. Joseph K.
Barnes in 1871 and covering the period
from July 1, 1865, to December 31, 1870.
During those five years 3,123 gunshot
wounds were reported on the monthly
returns of sick and wounded in the army
as a whole, which numbered 150,000 in
1865 and declined to 30,000 by 1870.
One section of the report presents case
studies or reports of 387 patients that
sustained gunshot wounds. Seventy-
three resulted from some sort of alterca-
tion or homicide, fourteen from sui-
cides, and thirty-four from actions with
Indians. Of the remaining 266 gunshot
wounds, 92 were identified as acciden-
tal, leaving 154 not specified as to cause,
but many of the descriptions hint at ac-
cidents.* It should be noted, however,
that the gunshot wounds in the report
were selected for their medical interest
and not according to the circumstances
causing the injury.

By their very nature accidents tend
to involve an element of carelessness,

so 1 will not dwell on the obvious in the
discussion that follows. With careless-
ness as a given, I have categorized most
accidents according to the context in
which they occurred: accidents relating
to malfunctions or gun design; acci-
dents involving mistaken identity; hunt-
ing accidents; cannon accidents; acci-
dents involving army dependents; freak
accidents; “accidents” that suggest self-
mutilation; and accidents involving tar-
get practice and cartridge reloading.

If there was any “cause” of gun acci-
dents that did not always involve care-
lessness, it may have been mechanical
malfunctions or faults in the design and
construction of nineteenth-century fire-
arms, although even these problems
might have been overcome, in part, by
training and rigorous attention to safety.
The exposed lock mechanisms could
easily snag upon holsters, clothing,
bushes, or wagon boxes, lifting the ham-
mer and firing the gun. Two dragoon of-
ficers met death this way, Lt. William
Bradford in 1834, and Capt. Burdett A,
Terrett in 1845. In both instances the
men shot themselves when their pistol
discharged as they pulled it from a
saddle holster. Terrett was riding at Fort
Scott, Kansas, in April 1845, when a
small dog began yapping at his horse’s
heels. The captain pulled out his pistol
and was attempting to dismount, per-
haps to shoot the dog, when the lock
caught on something and Terrett shot
himself. According to Charlotte Swords,
the wife of Terrett’s friend, Capt. Tho-
mas Swords, Mrs. Terrett witnessed the
accident. “All that he said was to his
frantic wife ‘I know you’ [and] ‘'m not
much hurt’ and bowed his head when
she repeated the Lord’s prayer over him.
He passed without suffering.”®

The same year a Private Smith of the
First U.S. Dragoons shot himself near
Fort Laramie when his gun snagged on
a bush. The private laid down his car-
bine to picket his horse and when he
picked it up by the muzzle, it went off.
“The whole of the contents of the car-
bine entered his right arm above the
wrist, and ranging upwards, broke
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through the bones at the elbow joint,
which it shivered entirely into pieces.”
A surgeon amputated the arm at once,
and the soldier, surgeon, and seven
men were left behind to wait until Smith
died or recovered. Which it was, I have
not been able to determine.

The breechloading Hall carbines car-
ried by the dragoons seemed particu-
larly prone to accidental discharges. Lt.
Abraham R. Johnston of the First Dra-
goons shot himself in the foot in June
1843, when his carbine, slung to the
saddle, went off while he was riding af-
ter buffalo. Ten days later a private in
Johnston’s company was mortally
wounded when a loaded carbine lean-
ing against a tree was knocked over and
discharged.” Along the Platte River in
1844 a dragoon sentry shot himself
through the hand with his Hall. Lt. J.
Henry Carleton remarked, “Such acci-
dents are very common with this
weapon. No less than five men have
been wounded in this way, in the com-
panies stationed at Fort Leavenworth
within a twelvemonth.”® Not only was
the breechloading Hall carbine the first
percussion longarm adopted for use by
the U.S. Army, it was equipped with an
adjustable trigger that could be set very
light, which might help explain the fre-
quency of accidents with the Hall in the
hands of untrained troops.® Other acci-
dents occurred when the carbine’s
breechblock, which tipped up so it
could be loaded with powder and ball,
was not securely returned to the locked
position. The breechblock contained
the entire firing mechanism and re-
sembled a short-barreled pistol when
opened for loading. One of Philip St.
George Cooke’s soldiers in 1843 shot
himself that way: “His carbine chamber
was sprung and thus it was discharged
as from a pocket pistol; the ball was
deeply buried in the shoulder, and it is
feared injured the joint.”!

The new innovations in firearms did
not always prove practical in the field.
Lt. George Stoneman was one of a party
of dragoons escorting volunteers of the
Mormon Battalion to the Southwest in
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The sometimes troublesome Hall-North carbine: (top) with its breechblock tipped up for
loading; (bottom) the breechblock removed from the carbine. Drawing by Dell Darling

1846, when they encountered wild bulls.
In the resulting melee Stoneman'’s “five
shooter,” probably some sort of revolv-
ing rifle, experienced a multiple dis-
charge, badly injuring his hand." Even
tried and true designs were not immune
from malfunctions. In 1867 Col. Henry B.
Carrington was wounded in the leg when
his Colt revolver went off as he galloped
forward to close up the wagon train of
his command. Although the revolver had
been repaired at Fort Casper, in present

- Wyoming, one of the safety pins on the

cylinder had been broken off, and the
bouncing of the holster jogged the ham-
mer to fall on a loaded chamber.
Carrington was taken to Fort Laramie,
where the bullet was removed.'?
Frontiersman Luther H. North of Co-
lumbus, Nebraska, related an accident
involving Spencer carbines issued to the
Pawnee Scouts in 1867. The guns were
old, and many were defective. North
and an ordnance sergeant were cycling
shells through the actions to see if they
would chamber properly, when Gen.

177

William H. Emory arrived to observe
their work. According to Luther, when
he rejected one of the carbines, Emory
remarked,
“What is the matter with that gun?” [ told
him the shell stuck. He said, “Let me see
it" and | handed it to him. The shell was
about half way into the chamber. He took
hold of the lever and gave a quick jerk
and the breechblock struck the car-
tridge—they were rim fire—with so much
force that it exploded and the whole
charge of powder blew out into his face.
Fortunately he was wearing glasses and
they saved his eyes, but the blood spurted
from his face in streams. He did not have
anything further to say and left us to select
our own guns.’

The Springfield breechloading rifles
and carbines that had become the stan-
dard army firearm by the 1870s were
sometimes prone to fire accidentally if
dropped or jarred. On January 5, 1885,
Lt. Gen. Philip H. Sheridan issued a cir-
cular letter cautioning that any pressure
against the trigger when placing a
Springfield in the half-cock or safety-
cock positions made it possible for the
sear to become precariously balanced
on the edge of the tumbler notches in-
stead of securely within them. In such
circumstances “a slight touch upon the
trigger or only d jar of the piece will be
necessary to free it and permit the ham-
mer to fall upon the firing pin.”" If the
general’'s admonition reached Pvt. Co-
ney Boyd of the Ninth U.S, Cavalry, it
evidently failed to impress him. Boyd
shot himself in the left hand by striking
the butt of his gun on a rock while walk-
ing his post at Fort Robinson that fall.!s

Some malfunctions were the result of
stupidity. In 1869 a member of an infan-
try escort to Indian commissioner
Vincent Colyer was cleaning his rifle
when buffalo hove into view. The sol-
dier rushed out on the prairie, opened
fire, and the gun blew up in his face. He
had been oiling the bore with fat pork
and in his excitement left a piece of the
meat in the barrel. The officer in charge
of the detachment caused the soldier to
be tied up between two wagon wheels
as punishment for firing without orders
and destroying a valuable weapon.!®
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Often the accidental shooting was a
classic case of “l didn’t know the gun was
loaded.” One such accident fatally
wounded a Fourth U.S, Infantry private at
Fort Fetterman, Wyoming Territory, on
December 22, 1869. The incident began
when one Private Swift could not find his
rifle in the rack when going on guard
duty, so he got another one from the ser-
geant. The next morning Swift's own rifle
turned up, and he returned to his quar-
ters, sat down with his gun across his
knee, and cocked it without checking to
see if it was loaded. The gun went off,
and the bullet fractured Pvt, John W.
Keller's femur, cut off another soldier’s
finger, and lodged in a third soldier's
knee. Keller was sitting on his bunk with
his back turned when the shot was fired
from about fifteen feet. Although initial
reports had Private Keller resting comfort-
ably and feeling confident of his recov-
ery, he died December 30.17

First Sgt. George W. Ford, a buffalo
soldier in the Tenth U.S. Cavalry, was un-
packing a presumably unloaded revolver
from an arms chest at Fort Sill, Indian
Territory, in 1871, when he shot himself
in the leg. Ford recovered, however, and
compiled an impressive record before
his retirement.'® Not so fortunate were
two members of the Ninth Cavalry. Pvt.
David Boyd of Company K was killed by
Pvt. Jesse Quarren at Fort Davis, Texas,
on March 16, 1870. According to
Quarren, the two were “drilling” with car-
bines, although it was nearly sundown.
More likely, according to witnesses, they
were horsing around. Quarren had
Boyd’s carbine, which turned out to be
loaded, and it went off when the ham-
mer caught in Quarren’s blouse. Boyd
died from a bullet in the chest.”

Pvt. Samuel Devine of Troop A, Ninth
Cavalry, was killed at Fort Niobrara, Ne-
braska, in July 1886, when he and a
comrade “by way of innocent diversion
on guard . . . were snapping empty pis-
tols at each other, Of course their pieces
were not loaded. However, a sharp re-
port brought the contest to a summary
close and a military funeral was in order
that evening.” Opined the editor of the

of the left femur.
M.

Fig. 12.—Gun-shot fracture of the upper third
Spee. 5663, Sect. I, A. M.

An engraving of John W. Keller’s shattered femur was published in George A. Ofis’s
A Report of Surgical Cases . . . in the Army of the Unifed States. Keller was shot at
close range with a .50 caliber U.S. Springfield Rifle.

Army and Navy Journal, “1t would seem
that men drilled in the use of arms
should know better,”

At Fort Sidney, Nebraska, in 1888 Pvt.
Frank E. Murray died when his chum,
Pvt. E. E. Brown, shot him accidentally
with a revolver that had been used in a
post theatrical performance the night
before. Although the revolver was sup-
posed to have contained only one blank
load, it was found to have four loaded
chambers. It was never determined who
put in the cartridges.?!
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At Fort Omaha, Nebraska, on April
13, 1888, a soldier forgot to remove a
live cartridge from his rifle when he
came off guard duty. Later that day
when the first volley of supposed blanks
rang out during a skirmish drill, Pvt.
James T. Hughes of Company I, Second
U.S. Infantry, threw up his hands and
fell, shot through the body. The unfortu-
nate soldier lingered for almost a year,
dying March 11, 1889, of what the post
surgeon termed “exhaustion from a
gunshot wound.”
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In September 1889, as he frequently At Camp Cooke in Montana Territory  James H. Bradley in his account of the
did, Maj. Gen. George Crook went hunt-  on the evening of December 30, 1867, Sioux Campaign of 1876. Bradley was
ing. He was accompanied to the Big- the drum beat the alarm after a sentry with Col. John Gibbon's column and
horn Mountains by Webb C. Hayes, son fired a shot near the stables, “After a had a premonition of future events
of the former president, John S. Collins long search Col. N[ugent’s] fat hog was  when he learned that instead of chal-
of Omaha, and an escort from the Eighth  found roaming around after having lenging, the sentinels were to whistle to
U.S. Infantry and Ninth Cavalry. Unfortu-  been mistaken for an Indian.”* anyone approaching their post, and fire
nately the expedition was cut short on A grim counterpoint to these some- if they received no reply. To quote Brad-
October 3 when a Private Monahan acci- what humorous cases of mistaken iden-  ley, “It is an abominable system, more
dentally killed Pvt. Edson Stevens of the ity is the report of 2d Lt. William B. dangerous to ourselves than to the en-
Eighth Infantry by shooting the lower Hazen of a scout of the Eighth Infantry emy; and seems to be based upon the
part of his face and jaw off, Apparently after Apaches near Fort Bliss, Texas, in fallacy that an Indian will have more
Monahan was snapping a rifle at Stevens  the summer of 1858: compunction about putting an arrow
that was not thought to be loaded. The This night a melancholy occurrence took into a whistler than a man who talks out
party immediately bundled up the place in camp by which two lives were in his mother tongue,”?
corpse, boarded the train, and reached lost. At about 2 o'clock in the morning . . . Six weeks later on May 20, 1876,

as the 3rd relief was posted, one of the

sentinels of the 2d relief was missed from Bradley's “abominable system” fulfilled

Fort Robinson, the soldier’s station, in

time for him to be buried in the post his post, but as it was quite dark, and all his expectations when Sergeant Belicke

cemetery on October 4.2 of the men greatly fatigued from the of Company C, Seventh U.S. Infantry, re-
Jumpy sentries who fired at shadows, march of the day, it was supposed he had turning to camp with mail from Fort

horses, dogs, and hogs, as well as at gone immediately to his bed on seeing Ellis, was shot in the head by a sentry

the relief approaching. . . .

It appears, however, that he had gone and instantly killed. Bradley could not

their fellow soldiers, took a heavy toll.

Accidents involving sentry duty were
particularly common when isolated
commands were operating in poten-
tially hostile territory, which could be
just about anywhere in the West prior

to 1891. Much of the blame lies with sol-
diers who failed to respond to a sentry’s

challenge or who foolishly wandered
around outside the camp after dark.
The camp of the First Dragoons near
the Washita River in 1834 was thrown
into panic about midnight when
a stupid sentinel , . . mistook a horse for a
hostile Indian, fired, and killed him,
alarmed the camp, and sent off in a stam-

pede the rest of the horses. Recovered all
save ten. The men of the regiment are ex-

cellent material, but unused to the woods.*

In 1846 William Richardson of
Doniphan’s Missouri Volunteers en

route to Mexico left camp to search for

lost horses. Returning,

we heard volleys of musketry in the direc-
tion of our camp, and were at a loss to un-

derstand the meaning, till on our return,
we learned that a dog had been buried

with the honors of war. This poor dog had
been a great favorite with our captain and

all the company; he was most foolishly
shot by a soldier on guard last night. The
man was made to dig his grave and will
be detailed on extra duty as punishment,
the captain being much exasperated.”

about twenty paces outside of his post and
had gone to sleep in a bunch of grass be-
fore being relieved. When the 3rd relief
had been posted about an hour, one of
the sentinels hearing a slight rustling in the
grass, looked in the direction and discov-
ered what he supposed to be an Indian
crawling upon him. Seeing further that he
had a gun in his hand, and was about rais-
ing it, and knowing that there was strict or-
ders for no one to go outside of camp
without informing the guard, he supposed
it to be an Indian in the act of shooting
him. He immediately fired, probably with-
out challenging, killing him instantly.

He at the same time cried out Indians,
thoroughly alarming camp. One of the
other sentinels Pvt. Michael Hyer of Co. C,
8th Infy, now taking fright, abandoned his
post, running into camp, and screaming at
the top of his voice and more hideously
than any Indian { ever heard, he also dis-
charged his piece, probably at random,
but apparently towards camp. Several
pieces were leveled upon him, he being
taken for an Indian, and one discharged,
killing him also. Some animals having
been hit by stray shots now flitted through
camp at great speed, completing the con-
fusion, and giving it every feature of a real
attack. . . . The first man killed was Pvt.
Michael Kellett of Co. D, 8th Infy. The bod-
ies were buried in the best manner pos-
sible, having no spades.”

A final example of the problem of
mistaken identity was recorded by Lt.
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resist an “ told you so” comment:

He was buried near the place where he
fell—a victim to this wretched method of
challenging. There could be but one thing
worse: to fire on sight without challenging
at all. By either method we would kill
about a hundred of our men to one In-
dian, but, though it would be rather un-
pleasant to have murdered the hundred in
this way, there would be a deal of satisfac-
tion in having got away with that solitary
redskin,®®

Hunting accidents were common in
the frontier army. [ identified eleven
deaths and thirteen injuries from this
cause. Perhaps the most famous casu-
alty was Capt. Meriwether Lewis, who
nearly became a corpse in the Corps of
Discovery in August 1806 when Pierre
Cruzatte mistook him for an elk. As
Lewis recorded in his journal,

I was in the act of firing on the Elk a sec-
ond time when a ball struck my left thye
about an inch below my hip joint, missing
the bone it passed through the left thye
and cut the thickness of the bullet across
the hinder part of the right thye; the stroke
was very severe. . .. | called out to him
damn you, you have shot me.®

Had Cruzatte elevated his gun a little
more, Lewis would have received an
almost surely fatal abdominal wound,
and there would be no debate among
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present-day historians and forensic
anthropologists about the cause of his
death.

Sometimes hunting was a major
means of subsistence for isolated out-
posts such as Martin’s Cantonment, es-
tablished by the U.S. Rifle Regiment on
the Missouri River en route to the Coun-
cil Bluffs in 1818-19. There two men
were accidentally shot and killed while
hunting.3 In 1869 the chief bugler of the
Nineteenth Kansas Volunteer Cavalry
was killed by a bullet fired by soldiers
hunting prairie dogs to supplement ra-
tions depleted during the Washita Cam-
paign.® As the army settled into garri-
sons in the post-Civil War era, however,
the prevalence of buffalo and other
game made hunting a pleasant diver-
sion for both officers and enlisted men
and provided a welcome supplement to
the monotonous army diet. Most are fa-
miliar with the hunting prowess of Lt.
Col. George Armstrong Custer, who,
among other trophies, shot his horse out

e

from under himself with a revolver dur-
ing a Kansas buffalo chase.®®

Within three days in February 1868
two lieutenants were lost to the army in
hunting accidents, one temporarily and
one permanently. Lt. Benjamin Franklin
Bell, Company A, Tenth Cavalry, shot
himself in the leg with his revolver dur-
ing a buffalo hunt near Fort Larned,
Kansas, and was disabled for more than
a month.3 The case of Lt. James A.
Rothermel has more to do with the
lieutenant’s lack of judgment than it
does with hunting, but the end result
was his leaving the army rather
abruptly. His commanding officer re-
ported the incident to the Army and
Navy Journal

Yesterday moring [Feb. 15, 1868] Lieu-

tenant Rothermel started on a deer track

for the purpose of hunting a deer down,

and after following it for some miles, had

to return in consequence of depth of

snow. Coming back, when about three

miles from camp, he saw a rabbit sitting
on the mouth of its burrow. He dis-

mounted and attempted to kill the rabbit,
which had taken refuge in its burrow, by
striking it with the butt of his Henry rifle,
when the rifle was discharged, the ball en-
tering under the right jawbone and com-
ing out in the center of the back of his
head. . . . His corpse arrived at Fort Boise
this afternoon, where it awaits interment.®

In addition to Private Miller, men-
tioned at the beginning of this discus-
sion, another Fort Robinson soldier was
severely wounded in a hunting accident
that meant his loss to the army. On Sep-
tember 27, 1883, Pvt. John Jefferds of
Company F, Fifth U.S. Cavalry, was out
hunting for his company mess when he
accidentally fired a load of No. 5 shot
into his right leg and foot. The limb was
immediately amputated by the post sur-
geon. Because Jefferds was deemed to-
tally disabled, he was discharged from
the service on January 7, 1884.%

Hunting accidents killed two senior
officers in command of posts. Bvt. Maj.
Robert Patterson Wilson of the Tenth
U.S. Infantry, commanding Fort

While buffalo hunfing, sportsman George Armstrong Custer accidentally shot and killed his favorite
horse. From Tenfing on the Piains, or General Cusfer in Kansas and Texas by Elizabeth B. Custer (1887)
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Richardson, Texas, in 1878 was out
hunting when his muzzieloading shot-
gun burst, and he died two days after-
wards from his wounds. The accident
virtually destroyed his left hand and
drove a piece of the gun barrel into his
knee.” Ten years later a hunting acci-
dent killed Edward J. Spaulding, a vet-
eran of more than thirty years in the
army, including significant service with
the Second U.S. Cavalry in the Depart-
ment of the Platte. By 1888 he had been
promoted major of the Fourth U.S. Cav-
alry, and commanded Fort McDowell,
Arizona Territory.

On the morning of December 10,
1888, Spaulding and Capt. Charles A. P.
Hatfield set off to hunt the Verde and
Salt Rivers in a small boat. After a
mostly uneventful day, the boat struck
a log in some rapids and partially cap-
sized. The men managed to reach shal-
low water, where the boat grounded.
Hatfield, missing his gun, exclaimed,

“I've lost my gun.” Major Spaulding an-
swered, “Mine is all right,” and reaching
down into the water took his gun by the
muzzle to raise it. The water that filled both
barrels remained in the gun, one barrel of
which was discharged by the hammer strik-
ing a seat of the boat, sending the charge of
shot and water into his abdomen, killing
him almost instantly. Throwing up both

hands, he exclaimed, “Hatfield, I'm dead,”
falling back into the arms of his friend.®

The tragedy was made more intense
because the two officers’ wives planned
to meet their husbands in Tempe at the
end of their voyage. As the account in
the Army and Navy Journal put it, “Until
nightfall the ladies eagerly waited and
watched for their husbands’ coming,
unconscious until the dawn of next day,
that one would never come!"®

Several frontier army soldiers were
maimed or killed by an unexpected type
of firearms mishap—cannon fire. Most
of the twenty-one cannon accidents |
found involved ceremonial or patriotic
occasions and resulted from premature
discharges while loading the gun. One
soldier lost an arm and another died
from injuries received during the firing
of salutes at Fort Kearny, Nebraska Terri-

Harper’s Weekly, October 10, 1885

tory, and Fort Randall, Dakota Territory,
to celebrate the fall of Richmond in
1865. A third soldier was killed that year
firing a salute at Fort McPherson, Ne-
braska Territory. At Fort Stevenson, Da-
kota Territory, a soldier lost his right arm
firing the July 4 salute in 1868; two years
later, on the same holiday and at the
same post, another soldier lost the same
arm under identical circumstances. A
buffalo soldier lost an eye from a prema-
ture discharge on Independence Day
1874 at Fort Davis. Cannon accidents at
Fort Washakie, Wyoming Territory, and
Fort Crawford, Colorado, on July 4, 1881
and 1887, respectively, maimed two sol-
diers. The Fort Crawford accident in-
volved a three-inch Parrott rifle, de-
scribed as a “relic of the war,” with an
enlarged vent that could not be properly
stopped when the powder cartridge was
rammed home.*

The foregoing accidents involved in-
fantrymen or cavalrymen pressed into
temporary artillery service. An artillery-
man lost his life at Saratoga, New York,
from a premature discharge during the
firing of minute guns after the death of
Gen. Ulysses S. Grant in 1885. A second
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artilleryman lost a hand firing a cannon
at Alcatraz Island in 1886, while saluting
the arrival of a steamship in the har-
bor.*! Another cannon mishap in Cali-
fornia the same year at a Grand Army of
the Republic ceremony prompted corre-
spondence to the Army and Navy Jour-
nal deploring the assignment of un-
trained soldiers as cannoneers and in-
dicting the continued use of obsolete
ordnance, such as the gun involved in
the Fort Crawford accident:

Is not this a strong argument against the
“theory” that we can put efficient soldiers
in the field in any numbers without any
previous training. Not one of the young
men mentioned knew a solitary thing about
handling a piece of artillery. . . . [t is perfect
folly to imagine that soldiers can be impro-
vised in a day; the use of arms and engines
of war, like every other profession, takes
time to learn, . . . Accidents of the sort re-
ferred to are all too common, and they are
the result, in the first place of laxity in the
drill of the men in handling field artillery,
and in the second place to the fact that we
persist in keeping in service obsolete
muzzle-loaders and expose to their dangers
imperfectly drilled men, while in every
other country with the least military preten-
sions, the breechloader has for years been
adopted as the service arm.*
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Surrounded by armed soldiers, and
living in quarters where firearms were
kept, the wives, children, and servants of
officers and enlisted men were not im-
mune from gun accidents. In August 1877
at Fort Abraham Lincoln, Dakota Terri-
tory, old friends called on Lt. James and
Mrs. Humbert of the Seventeenth U.S. In-
fantry. Both families had sons, and young
John Gibbon Humbert, namesake and
nephew of the noted army officer, played
with the other boy while the parents vis-
ited. “[TThe two boys, while playing to-
gether on the parade ground were sent to
the barracks on an errand, when unfortu-
nately the visiting little friend snapped a
gun at Johnny, supposed by him and oth-
ers to be unloaded, the contents passed
through his neck, severing the vital arter-
ies and in a brief moment, entirely un-
conscious of pain, the spirit of the dear
little boy had flown to God.”*® The grief of
the two families can only be imagined.

In the fall of 1880 the wife of st Lt.
John Kinzie, Second Infantry, had left
her home at Spokane Falls in charge of
Bessie Quinn, an eleven-year-old baby
sitter. While Bessie was sitting on the
bed, caring for the baby, the Kinzie’s
six-year-old son was playing with a
Sharps rifle. Somewhere the child found
a cartridge, and in demonstrating the
gun to Bessie, accidentally shot her, kill-
ing her instantly. The baby received
powder burns, but otherwise was not in-
jured. “The boy realized at once what
he had done, and was frantic with grief
when some neighbors arrived at the
house. It is a very sad occurrence.”* At
Fort Robinson in 1891 the fouryear-old
son of Sergeant Donahue, Eighth Infan-
try, was shot in the head and seriously
wounded by a six-year-old, who had
picked up a revolver left lying in a room
being vacated.”

Some accidents deserved attribution
to Murphy’s Law. Five hundred recruits
en route for New Mexico in 1855 were
camped when the prairie caught fire
from careless cooking. The conflagra-
tion destroyed tents and clothing, and
set off many of the muskets. Four or five
persons were wounded from these dis-

charges, one of whom later died after
his arm was amputated. Fortunately the
recruits were so raw that of 325 muskets
involved in the fire, only about half dis-
charged with deadly force, the rest hav-
ing been loaded incorrectly with the
ball first, then the powder.#

Murphy’s Law got plenty of assis-
tance from a private of the Eleventh
Ohio Volunteer Cavalry near Deer Creek
in Wyoming in 1864. The soldier was es-
corting a wagonload of corn when his
horse became fractious.

[H]e got mad and having no club seized

his pistol by the barrel and went to beat-
ing the animal over the head. The pistol
went off, the ball entering his right side,
and lodging in his back. He was brought
back to the post where he lingered till
next day and died. . . . He told the boys to
write to his parents and tell them that he
only regretted having to die that way—

meaning that he would rather have been
killed in battle with the Indians.*”

A variation on this theme involved a
Fort D. A. Russell sergeant who in 1867
shot himself with his own revolver while
using it to subdue a drunken soldier by
beating him over the head.”

Uninvolved parties were the recipi-
ents of accidental gunshots. On January
4, 1874, Lt. Charles L. Hudson of the
Fourth Cavalry had just returned to Fort
Clark, Texas, exhausted after a skirmish
with Comanche Indians. While Hudson
lay resting, Lt. Augustus C. Tyler entered
the room and accidentally dropped his
Winchester rifle. The gun discharged
and shot Hudson in the abdomen. He
died near dark the next day. “He fully
realized that he was dying, and went
down to the brink of the dark river with
the same calm composure that he had
so often shown when death shots were
falling thick and fast.” The Army and
Navy Journal correspondent went on to
note that Hudson's widowed mother in
“far off Ohio” received word at noon of
his successful skirmish with the Indians,
followed the same afternoon by a tele-
gram announcing his death.*

Pvt. Charles Stimson, the clerk of
Company H, Fifth Cavalry, was sitting in
a tent doing paperwork on January 3,
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1877, when another soldier pulled a
loaded carbine from a wagon. The gun
went off and mortally wounded the un-
suspecting Stimson, who was buried at
Fort Laramie.® Pvt. Patrick Wogan, Sec-
ond Cavalry, was confined in the guard-
house at Fort Lyon, Colorado Territory,
in 1868 when a Spencer carbine bullet
came tearing through the wall and
struck him in the abdomen. Wogan died
the next day of internal hemorrhage.’!

The death of a veteran noncommis-
sioned officer in 1877 fits in a category
all its own: accidental murder. During a
march of Company A, Third U.S. Cavalry,
from Fort Laramie, a drunken soldier
named Kennedy threatened a sergeant
named Schaffer, “Shortly after arriving in
camp in the evening, Kennedy procured
a carbine, went to the tent where he sup-
posed Schaffer would be found, and
opening the flap, fired at the first man he
saw, killing him instantly; but instead of
Schaffer, it proved to be John A. Van
Moll, first sergeant of the company.” Van
Moll was a decorated Civil War veteran,
greatly respected by his men. Sometime
during the night the men guarding the
murderer were overpowered, and at
daybreak, Kennedy's body was found
suspended, dead, from the ridgepole of
the guard tent.>

Significant numbers of gunshot “acci-
dents” involved the fingers of the right
hand. The surgeon at Fort Sedgwick,
Colorado Territory, in 1871 treated a sol-
dier whose index finger was shattered in
an alleged hunting accident, and re-
marked, “This being the third case of
similar injury to corresponding fingers
within a few months makes his story
somewhat questionable.”s Pvt. Chatles
Reynolds of the Ninth Cavalry shot off
the index and middle fingers of his right
hand while on guard duty at Fort Hays,
Kansas, in 1883, claiming the accident
happened while he was putting a piece
of rag into the muzzle to prevent rust. A
statement by the company commander
was appended to the discharge certifi-
cate stating, “If it was accidental the
wound cannot be considered as re-
ceived in line of duty as the discharge



of his piece was through carelessness
and disobedience of orders, and an-
other suspicious circumstance is, why
he should have had his carbine in [the]
left hand.”®

Until the 1880s the demands of cam-
paigning and a parsimonious attitude to-
ward the expenditure of ammunition
prevented soldiers from achieving much
proficiency with their weapons. It seems
ironic that once the army began empha-
sizing firearms training, specifically
marksmanship, the level of firearms acci-
dents seems to have increased. Some of
this perceived increase may be due to
better reporting, as marksmanship came
to fill the columns of the Army and Navy
Journal, and was frequently noticed by
civilian newspapers. Nonetheless, it
would appear that the army accepted
the loss of a significant number of men
to accidental gunshots as a price to be
paid for making those who survived into
better soldiers. By the time this goal was
achieved, however, few domestic en-
emies remained upon which to unleash
this army of marksmen.®

My research has revealed only a
single target practice casualty prior to
1880, and it was not exactly an acci-
dent. In 1871 Lt. James Collins of the
First U.S. Cavalry was court-martialed
and cashiered for an incident at Camp
McDermit, Nevada. His offense was or-
dering men of his company to open fire
at the target with a man exposed down-
range. When Collins was notified of the
danger, he remarked, “He will get out of
the way soon enough when you fire.”
The court-martial report went on to say
“[Lt. Collins] well knew that Trumpeter
Keesey was in front of the target, and by
this order did cause . . . Corporal
Crowley to discharge his carbine, in
consequence of which said Trumpeter
Keesey received a gunshot wound, from
the effects of which he died.” To make
matters worse, Collins ordered the target
practice to continue even though the in-
jured soldier, and others who had gone
to his assistance, were in plain view in
front of the target.5

One can only wonder what the casu-
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Carelessness and horseplay contributed to many firearms accidents, often at the
expense of one’s friends. Hopefully, the dog survived these Fort Robinson hijinks.
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alty rate would have been had Lieuten-
ant Collins remained in the service to
become a range officer during the
army’s marksmanship era. As it was, [ re-
corded sixteen deaths and eleven
wounds received on the target ranges
during the 1880s. Added to these figures
were numerous nonfatal injuries from
the reloading of cartridges or from
rounds that malfunctioned during firing.
Some of these injuries were serious
enough to permanently disable the vic-
tim. Pvt. Leon Gingras of Company E,
Twenty-third U.S. Infantry, was severely
burned on the head, body, and extremi-
ties by the explosion of powder while
reloading cartridges in 1883. He re-
mained under treatment in the post hos-
pital at Fort Union, New Mexico Terri-
tory, for 459 days before being given a
medical discharge .’

For the year ending June 30, 1884,
the surgeon general reported three
deaths and six injuries from target prac-
tice and forty-seven injuries with one
death from explosions during reloading.
He also noted that during the year there
had been no combat related casualties

of any kind! For 1885 target practice ca-

sualties increased to twenty-one, of
which five were fatalities. There were
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thirty-one reloading accidents that
year.® In March 1886 no less a person-
age than Gen. George Crook burned off
his eyelashes and part of his beard
when a loaded shotgun shell exploded
as he was inserting the primer.”

Although a few target practice acci-
dents injured the rifleman, such as Lt.
Harry F. Bateman who shot himself in
the foot at Fort Crawford in 1888 while -
getting into position to fire, the men in
the pits sustained most of the casual-
ties.® Target marking was hazardous, un-
pleasant duty, as described by Pvt. Hart-
ford G. Clark of Fort Niobrara in 1891:

Down in the target pit all day from 6:30

this morning. I don’t want any more of it. |

think it is the worst fatigue 1 ever was on

to say nothing about danger. The bullets

would whistle about a foot over your head

in fine style. I tell you several struck the

wood work of the target and glanced

down in close proximity to our heads. . . .

[ got struck on the shoulder with one, but
it had not enough force to do any harm.®!

Part of the problem lay in the diffi-
culty of seeing the target markers' sig-
nals during long-range firing, particu-
larly when the range was clouded with
gunsmoke. At Fort Supply, Indian Terri-
tory, in 1888 Corp. Irving Tucker was
shot “[after he] put the danger flag to



one side of the target instead of waving
it in front of the target and left the pit
from behind the target instead of from
one side of it; the flag could not well be
seen . .. from the firing point at which
the shot was fired.”®

More often, however, the target mark-
ers carelessly exposed themselves,
sometimes without first showing the
danger flag. Sgt. Gustave Warnecke, Sec-
ond Cavalry, lost his life at Fort Custer,
Montana Territory, in 1881. “[He] made
a fatal error in showing himself above
the markers’ shelter without first signal-
ling his intention to do so, and just at
the time one of the members of the
company pulled the trigger. The ball
struck him in the back and he died
within two hours.”® Pvt. R. J. Conway of
the Eighteenth U.S. Infantry at Fort
Assiniboine, Montana Territory, in June
1884, “while at the target and in a stoop-
ing position, was struck by a ball which
entered the body in the gluteal region . .
. making its exit to the left and two
inches below the umbilicus. . . . The au-
topsy showed wounding of the intes-
tines in two places, in one of which two
inches of the gut was carried away.”®

The constant pounding by thousands
of bullets eventually took its toll on the
barriers set up to protect the target mark-
ers. Pvt. Charles Helmstreet of the Eighth
Infantry was killed at Fort McDermit, Ne-
vada, in 1883 when a bullet passed
through a protective, earth-filled mantlet,
which had become honeycombed by
gunfire or by burrowing rodents.® Jo-
seph Sherley, a tall, Twenty-fifth U.S. In-
fantry private at Fort Snelling in 1885,
was struck in the head by a rifle bullet
that cleared the eroded earthen bank in
front of the target pit. The slug inflicted a
two and one-half inch flesh wound on
top of Sherley’s head, from which he re-
covered, although complaints of persis-
tent headaches and dizziness led to his
discharge later that year.

Service in the frontier army provided
many opportunities to die or become
disabled, and firearms accidents were
only one of the hazards. None of my
sources provided evidence that the
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Twenty-one-year-old George Frey, a pri-
vate in the Thirty-sixth U.S. Infantry at Fort
Sanders in Wyoming, was accidentally
shot by a comrade on February 22, 1868,
and died a few days later. His grave was
later relocated to Fort McPherson Na-
fional Cemetery, Maxwell, Nebraska.
Photograph by author

army hierarchy considered casualties
from accidental gunshots as a signifi-
cant problem or took specific steps to
resolve it. Only in the 1880s did the sur-
geon general’s annual report even begin
to distinguish such casualties within the
classification of overall losses from
wounds, accidents, and injuries.

Regardless of how many firearms-re-
lated accidents there actually were, the
number of casualties would be modest
in comparison to losses from other
causes. Yet deaths from gun accidents
in my survey alone add up to more than
the number of killed in the 1866
Fetterman Fight, or in the Great Sioux
War of 187677 if Custer’s dead are ex-
cluded. Firearms accidents in the fron-
tier army damaged morale, drained
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scarce matériel and human resources,
disrupted campaigns against and coun-
cils with Indians, and destroyed valu-
able animals. More important, one can
only speculate on the valuable service
these victims might have rendered if
their military careers had been allowed
to run their courses.

Death in battle can be accepted as
part of the lot of the soldier; death from
disease in the nineteenth-century army
might have been rationalized as being
largely beyond the power of human in-
tervention. Accidental death, by one’s
own hand or that of a comrade, surely
left deeper scars on the psyches of those
in the frontier military community. A
hint of this response can be found in the
diary of Eveline Alexander, wife of Capt.
Andrew J. Alexander, Third Cavalry:

July 2, 1866. A sad accident occurred this
morning about seven o'clock. One of the
soldiers was cleaning his pistol carelessly
when it went off and killed instantly a sol-
dier . .. Edmund Ryan. They brought me
his pocket book and watch to put away.
He was a good soldier and his sudden
death was deeply felt by the men. . ..
Andrew had his grave dug in a little grove
close by the foot of a large oak. The body
was sewed up in canvas and carried on a
stretcher by four soldiers. Then came G
company followed by Andrew and some
of the other officers.

[ watched them from the door of my
tent and never has the burial of a stranger
affected me so deeply. Andrew read the
funeral service from my prayer book at
the grave, then the “uncoffined clay” was
lowered and three volleys of musketry
proclaimed that a soldier had found his
last resting place.®

If he could speak from his lonely
grave, Edmund Ryan would probably
say he regretted having to die that way.
That choice was denied him, however,
and the graves of Ryan and other vic-
tims of accidental gunfire dot the cem-
eteries and landscapes of the West, a
bleak and poignant legacy of the every-
day life of the frontier army soldier.

Notes

The following individuals furnished information
that contributed materially to the completion of
this paper, for which I thank them: Thomas R.
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