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THE LEWIS AND CLARKE EXPEDITION

The earliest recorded history of medical activities
in the Iowa-Nebraska section of the Missouri Valley
relates to the Lewis and Clarke expedition<l> in 1804.
These references are few and scant in detail, as indeed are aU references of a medical nature during
the period of exploration and early settlement.
We read that the Lewis and Clarke expedition
started from St. Louis with a keel boat fifty-five feet
long, with sails and twenty-two oars, and two pirogues with six oars each. By the time the site of
the present city of Omaha was t·eached, the men
were troubled with boils and occasionally with dysentery. The boils were large tumors which broke
out under the arms, on the legs, and generally on
parts exposed to action, which sometimes became too
painful to permit the men to work. After remaining
some days they disappeared without any assistance
except a poultice of the bark of elm or Indian meal.
This disorder which was ascribed to the muddiness
of the river water did not affect the general health
of the party for the Journals say "Party has been
much healthier on voyage t han parties in any other
Situation.''
1. Or iginal J o ur nals of the Lewl11 ani! Clarke Expedition
180 1·1806, ed. by R. G. Thwnites. Dodd. 1904.
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DEATH OF SERGEANT FLOYD

When the expedition reached the vicinity of the
present Sioux City, Sergeant Charles Floyd "Was
taken very bad aU at once with a Biliose Chorlock"
and all care and attention was ineffectual to relieve
him. He died on the twentieth of August, the first
United States soldier to lose his life west of the Mississippi River.
11
We buried him on the top of the bluff one-fourth
mile below a small river to which we gave his name,
he was buried with the honors of war much lamented, a Seeder post with the Name, Sergt. C. Floyd died
here 20th of August 1804, was fixed at the head of
his grave."
The Floyd monument, an imposing shaft on a
high point on the southern outskirts of Sioux City
now commemorates his sacrifice. One may hazard
the guess that his death was due to the fulminating
attack of appendicitis. Certainly, modern medicine
recognizes no such fatal disease as bilious colic.
SIXTH INFANTRY-FORT A'l'KINSON- SCUHVY

In September, 1819, fifteen years after the death
of Sergeant Floyd, The Sixth Infantry, accompanied
by two companies of sharpshooters, came up the Missouri River on the first steam boat ever to navigate
the stream. They established Camp Missouri, later
to be transformed into Fort Atkinson, named after
the commanding officer, at or near where now is the
village of Fort Calhoun, Nebraska. The troops established an out-post for the forthcoming Major
Long Expedition of 1820 to explore the valley of
the Platte River and to discover its source. It is
stated that the establishment of this post had the
further object of watching the British, too, who, in
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SOI\IE EARLY MEDICAL HISTORY

spite of the treaty following the War of 1812, w~re
supposed to be actively promoting discontent among
the prairie Indians.
The troops had suffered from dysentery on the
journey up the river, and were weakened f rom lhe
long voyage. Because of the lateness of the season,
building operations on the fort were rushed. Because of weakness, unsuitable food and the dampness
of the river bottoms many developed respiratory

A pen sketch of Ft. A tki n son. Also Its re l ation to 1h e
vllla,.;e of Ft. Calhoun, Nebr. (Nebra.;ka Slate
Historical Sc>c l ety,)

pre ~EII t

diseases, and some died. Food supplies during the
winter were limited to salt meats, flour, Indian corn
meal and other non-vitamine bearing foods. Wild
game, plentiful on the arrival of the troops, soon
became unbelievably scarce and practically unobtainable, due to persistent hunting of both troops and
Indians. Scurvy broke out in the winter. Of the
788 soldiers then in camp, 560 contracted scurvy and
157 died. In early spring wild vegetables, of which
the wild onion (A llium) <2 > the size of a hazelnut, is
2. There Is folic-lore to the eff ect thnt nn Indian cht&ftn t n
t o ld the CQ mmandant of the nntis('orbutic vh·tue!l of the wild
l ollftl ll .
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said to have been one, were obtainable. A herd of
cattle to furnish fresh meat, mjlk and butter was
driven in from Fort Osage on the south, early in
April, 1820. These provided the needed vitamins,
and scurvy disappeared.
Accompanying the regiment were Surgeon John
(or Marion) Gale and Surgeon Thomas W. Mowl'er.
The reports of s urgeons Gale and Mowrer on the
epidemic are well written and show a keen grasp of
the desperate conditions that confronted them.

That scurvy is wholly a deficiency disease was not
recognized at that time. To safeguard the health of
the ti·oops, various orders were issued by the commanding officer, forbidding soldiers to sleep in the
open air, and requil'ing them to wear coats or some
other covering at reveille and tattoo. Seventy men
were sent to Fort Osage to relieve the congestion at
Fort Atkinson. In AprH a hospital camp was established about three miles from the fort. It appears
that those in authority must have had in mind a
possible danger of contagion.
SURGEON GALE-NI-KU-MI-PAPOOSE MARY

Surgeon Gale furnishes us with a bit of social history of g1·eat inte1·est which must here find place.
He became enamoured of the Indian princess Ni-KuMi (or Ne-Co-Mi) daughter of the chief of the
Ioways, married her and she bore him a daughtu
who was named Mary. After severaJ years, so the
story runs, Surgeon Gale left the fort for service
elsewhere and wanted to abandon his squaw-wife,
but wished to take his daughter, Mary, with him.
Ni-l{u-Mi, with the child, took to the woods along
lhe Missouri where she remained in hiding until
Surgeon Gale had taken the steamboat down 1We1·.
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He was transferred to Jefferson Barracks, later
served at Fort Leavenworth and died at Fort Armstrong (Rock Island, Dl.) July 27, 1830.(3) His record as an army surgeon is of the very best.

NI-Ku-ML

THE LA FLESCHE FAMILY

Mary grew to womanhood and married Joseph LaFlesche, half-breed chief of the Omahas. To this
union was born a large family of children of whom
two daughters and son became famous. <4 > The
younger daughter, Susan LaFlesche was educated in
the East, attended the Woman's Medical College,
Philadelphia, and was graduated with honors, one of
the very few Indian women ever to have been graduated from a medical school.
Susan LaFlesche became tribal physician for the
Omaha Indians, then about 1,300 in number, married
a French-Sioux Indian, Henry Picotte, interested
:1.

\"utter, ln' illJ.!',

Il lin ois l lisL. Suci \' ty.

nr. ;Jnhn Gale, A Pi<1 11 ee r A rm y Su r geon.

~.

Suzette L;tl~ l ~xc h e . better i<now11 as "Bright J,;yel!." beC'a nH' 11oted as " wrllPr n nd l ecturer 011 J11d ian ri ghts. Fr·ancls
J.al"k-;;<'h c an a 11throvolo!!'ist. "'""fo r· Y<WI':< co une c t ed with th e
Smit h son ian In stitutio n ancl Is quoted In th e preceding chapter.
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herself in the social and physical welfal'e of her tribe,
and became their recognized leader. She succeeded
in raising money to build a hospital for her people
at Walthill, Nebraska, which was named after her
the "Susan LaFiesche Hos pital." She became interested in, and aWed with organized medicine(li) and
died in her late forties, September 18, 1915.
The city of Omaha was platted in 1853-4, by Dr.
Enos Lowe of Council Bluffs, president of the IowaNeurasl<a Ferry Company .
.EXl'EDl'J'JON TO DAKOTA INDIAN COUNTHY

l n June, 1855, two Missouri steamers filled with.
t.roops of the Second Infantry, a part of military
expedition into the heart of the Dakota Indian country, reached Omaha. The surgeon who was to have
accompanied them failed to reach Fort Leavenworth
in time to join the expedition and Captain Turnley
ealled upon Mark W. Izard, then federal Governor
of the terri tory, for information about a young physician, of whom he had heard mention at the "Lower
Council Bluffs Landing" of that day. Governor
Izard said lhat it was a case of Hobson's choice, as
there was only one physician available, Dr. George
Miller, who had located in Omaha in 1854, the first
civilian physician.
DR GEORGE L. MILLER

Dr. M111er was asked to accompany the expedition,
and assured that he would not be absent from home
more than ten days. In an article written many
years later, Dr. Miller saysC 6 >: "On the 17th day of
June 1855_ accompanied by my wife, I went on board
~.
'l'h~ N ebr:1sk a Stule Medical As :<ociullun.
G. Neb•·uslta Stale Hist orica l Society Repo rt ~. Vol. 3, 1892MIIIlary Carn Jl on Big S to ux- Dr. Geo r ge L. Mill er, pl). 119-12~.
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the old and badly battered stern wheeler, The William S. Baird, with nobody in particular behind me
save a few indifferent friends, and my father, with
Indians in front of me and cholera all around me ....
Cholera in 1855 assumed the form of an epidemic
along the traveled thoroughfare and in leading
cities ....

Dr: George L. Miller, In the enrly seventies.

Owing more to careful sanitary conditions and to
pure air than to any skill of mine, only one was lost
during the several weeks of the voyage to Fort
Pierre. My business was to attend to all the sick
persons on the two boats that were companions on
this voyage. I was kept pretty busy. It was frequently necessary for me to be transferred from one
boat to the other . .. even in the darkness of night."
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It is inte1·esting to note that instead of the promised ten days, the voyage to Fort Pierre occupied
twenty-four days.
Dr. Miller later became a man of affail·s in Omaha.
He led t he fight to locate the Union Pacific bridge,
fought to retain the capitol in Omaha, became a nat ionally influential politician, and established and for
many years edited the Omaha Herald.
FORT KEARNY

In 1848 the United States established the military
post of Fort Kearny, six miles southeast of the present city of Kearney, on the banks of the Platte. A
wealth of history must be connected with this military post established for protection to emigration
on the Oregon and Califol,'nia trails. Unfortunately
not much material relating to medicine is available.
Captain, later Major, J ohn E. Summers, was stationed at Fort Kearny as surgeon from 1856 to 1862,
when he was transfened to service in the Civil War
under Grant, then at Vicksburg. He was Medical
Inspector in the army of the Tennessee with the
rank of Lieutenant Colonel and was eventually retired with the 1·ank of Brigadier General. While
stationed at Fort Kearny in 1861, he was for a time
commander of the Post, a very unusual distinction
to come to an army surgeon. His son Dr. John E.
Summers of Omaha, recently deceased, nationally
known surgeon, writer and teacher, was born at
Fort Kearny. Dr. J ohn E. Summers, Sr., liked to teU
that the sutler of the fort called to see the new baby.
He stood and studied the child, then said, ''I do not
see much else but nose." Years later in Omaha it
was this very baby, born in this for t on the prairie,
who cared for the sutler in his last illness.
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From a New York Herald correspondent who accompanied the Utah Expedilion in 1858 we gather
that Fort Kearny was merely a station for troops
and had no fot'tifications. There were at that time
five unpainted wooden houses, several stories high
and about two dozen low sod l'Ouses ''built by piling
up sods on the top of each other, a foot or more thick
for the sides; timbers are then laid across the lop,
uoards placed over the timber, and sods, probably a
foot deep, on top of that.
Such infamous buildings are a disgrace to any
fort, territory, army government or nation. They
are far inferior to Indian wigwams. T hey can oniy
be l'ivalled by the mud hovels of the It·ish or dirty
Asiatics . . . . These mud piles are of all sizes, the
largest one being about one hund1·ed and forty feet
long, forty feet wide, and twelve feet high."
The houses were arranged around a large open
square or parade ground. Sixteen blockhouse guns,
t.wo field pieces, two mountain howitzers, and one
prairie piece constituted the artil1ery defenses of the
post. The barracks was described as seventy by
thirt.y feet, two stories high and in bad order. Built
for eighty-four men it housed about one hundred, the
enlisted strength of the post.
"Capt. J. P. McCown, the commander of Lhe post,
was dispatched there last winter.... He arrived at
L(eam.v on the 5th of March, and since that time
has had timbel' dt·awn, bu..i lt a sawmill, sawed luml.ler
and built a fine bakery; also cut, drawn, sawed lumber· fot• and framed a new commissary store. The
cost to the govel'Dment of that bakery, not including
the soldiers' wages, was about $200. Captain McCown is down on mud houses. nnd intends to have
good s ubstantial wooden building·s erected in theil'
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place .... There ate such severe storms of wind and
snow in the winter that men l1ave been blown away
from the fort by them .... Animals have been left
in theil· staules for two days without water during
a storm, because men could not venture out during
the storm without being blown away and lost."
In 1869 the hospital at Fort Kearny was descril.>ed
by Surg·eon Bradley: <8 > "The hospital building, a one
story frame structure formerly used for company
quarters has three ward t·ooms, each 25 by 30 feet,
one store room 19 by 12 f eet, a dispensary, 10 by 12
feet, and a laundry 10 by 10 feet. This building is
well lighted, wa1·med by stoves, and ill ventilated,
and it being old and dilapidated, is entirely unadapted for the uses for which it was built. A ne-..,r
hospital is much needed at this post. The dispensary
is very much out of 1·epail·. The wat'ds have a capacity of twenty beds, with an air space of 600 cubic
feet per bed. No bath rooms are connected with the
hospital."
CHOLERA ON OVERLAND TRAlL

Tl1e gold rush to Catifornia began in 1849. Cholera, says Osler in his Practice of Medicine, entered
the countr y through New Orleans in 1848, and m
1849 sp1·ead widely along the Mississippi Valley and
across the continent to Califotnia. It was reporttd
very fatal among the Pawnees in 1849, and it was
estimated -that by the 7th of June of that year 200
Califomia bound emigrants had died east of Fort
Kearny.
It was estimated<9 > that in the spt·ing of 1850,
forty thousand emigrants started from St. J oseph,
~
'rra llsnclinns o f 1h e Ne bn.,~l;r~ Stat e ll.ll; t o ri cal S o c ie ty,
Vo lum e X X I. pa ~t> 308-~1 0.
9. Ne lwn;;ltrl Slat e His t ori cal Soc i et .v J'11lll iunlio ro s, Vo lume
XX. pa g-e.; 22:1. 22r;.
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Missouri, and points north of Council Bluffs, for California, Salt Lal<e City and Oregon via the Platte River routes. The number of horses, mules and cattle
accompanying the emigrants was estimated above
100,000.
Cholera was ve1·y prevalent in June, and broke
out in every train in the Plum Creek Valley. A
correspondent counted forty graves in sixty miles,
and thinks 250 must have died the first half of the
month. By August 9th, 700 lay buried between Fort
Laramie and the Missouri River. At Plum Creek
(now Lexington) June 27, 1850, S. C. Mason, scion
of a prominent St. Louis family, died of cholera.
A Doctor Knox is mentioned as having attended him
and "sat up with him all night."
Of several detachments of troops passing along
the same route during the height of the epidemic,
.. not a man was lost owing to strict attention of diet,
water and camp regulations."
Emigrants drank water from stagnant pools and
holes dug in t he ground in preference to running
water from the Platte, thinking it might be purer,
and "The graves encircling the pools show the consequence."
A correspondent, "R. R. D.,'' (IO) who seems to
have been a physician, w1·iting under date of June
25, 1850 of the cholera epidemic east of Fort Laramie, says: "When I wrote you last I stated the health
of emigrants to be remarkably good. Some few
cases of cholera had been reported, but I .myself
had seen none. Since then how changed the scene.
The angel of death has spread his wings over our
111.

P H ~ ell

Nebra s ka Stale Historical S oc le ly tran s a c tions, Vol. XX,
2:!G- 229.

204

SOME EARLY MEDICAL HISTORY

way, and breathed his pestiferous breath upon the
unfortunate emigrant.
"Many a poor unfortunate youth, far from home
and friends, has breathed his last on the desert air,
and found a lonely grave by the wayside; around his
dying couch, no kind friends gathered to soothe and
comfort the last sad moments of life ; but, in an open
wagon or tent, exposed to the stormy elements without, and the miserable comforts within, he bowed
himself with stubborn submission, to the will of his
creator. I have seen the father stand by the bed
of his dying son, the brother by his brother, the
friend by his friend; with them were nothing save
but the stem sympathy of man's nature; and I can
look on with partial indifference. They had but met
the fate which every one of us might hourly expect.
But on one occasion it became my duty to pronounce
t he hopeless condition of a dying husband father ....
"I had been called to see a man who had with him
his wife and seven children. His case I considered
then almost desperate, but by close attention might
have been saved. Several days after I chanced to
see him again. As I sat by his side with my finger
on his sinking pulse and heard in his throat the death
rattle, the most ominous sign to the physician of
approaching dissolution, his wife, with a smothered
groan, asked me to tell her precisely his condition,
saying she wished to know the worst. I told her
'3he should not flatter herself any longer with hope,
but be prepared for the worst. I a1•ose to leave the
tent, and as I did so returned the fee I had received
on a former occasion, and I let drop a tear in sympathy for her desolate and bereaved condition. God
grant I may not, on this trip, be again called upon to
perform such a duty.
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"Most physicians along the road believe the disease
which has prevailed among emig1·ants with such fatality, to be epidemic cholera. Of this I am somewhat inc1·edulous. Certainly, local causes sufficient
-exist on the Platte to produce, if not the most violent
forms of darrhoea (diarrhoea) to incite, at least, the
most latent predisposition to cholera into umestrained action. The entire Platte bottom is covered with
saline matter, such as salt-petre, sala1·atus, etc. (I
have used no analysis but that of taste. ) Add to
this the fil·st emigrant sunk wells in the bottom. Into these have accumulated the filth and scum which
30,000 persons have left along the 1·oad. The use of
this filthy water, together with exposlu·e a nd unwholesome diet, are sufficient, in my opinion, to account for all the sickness which has occurred.
"On the north side of the Platte (Council Bluffs
road) where emigration was less and water better,
not a single case occurred."
SURGEON LA'ITA

Dr. William S. Latta was surgeon of the Second
Nebraska Cavalry under Colonel R. W. Furnas
(later governor) in a punitive expedition against the
Dakota Indians. He leaves an interesting record of
medical practice on the march.< 11 > He reports as of
May 12, 1863, 10 cases of malarial fever-remittent,
quotidian and tertian and comments: "Fevers have
generally been of the remittent and intermittent
character, have yielded to chologogue cathartics and
tonil:s but with slight resort to febrifuges excepting
in one or two instances which assumed to some extent a typhoid character. Still in no case was recovery very protracted."
II. 'l' hc Dr. W . R l.:1tla MunuJwritH><. owned by tho Ncb,·r111kn
Sta l " H i>storl c nl l';;oci~l y.
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We may well question the diagnosis of malaria in
the above cases, since we know malaria to be a
mosquito borne disease, and the more so, since no
specific anti-malat·ial tt·eatment seems to have been
used to effect a cure.
Dr. Latta reported a case of "concussion of the
brain," the result of a quarrel, the man being strudt
with the hammer of a pistol, fracturing the left
parietal bone. Blood flowed from the ear. The man
became delirious and bled freely. In the absence of
a trephine, he made an incision parallel to the wound
down to the bone and then elevated the depresst!d
bone by pulling up on the scalp. The scalp wound
was left open for drainage and a cold water dressing
applied. The man rapidly recovered.
Impure water is blamed for torpidity of the liver,
engorgement of the spleen, remittent and intermittent fevers, constipation and general biliary derangement, and evidence of scurvy. Succulent vegetables
wet·e not to be had, so Surgeon Latta encouraged
the gathering of wild goosebet'l'ies and states that
while green (stewed) they furnished a pretty good
substitute for cranberries.
DR. PHEBE OLIVER AMONG THE OTOES

In the early seventies (1871 to 1872) Dr. Phebe A.
Oliver, then a recent graduate of t he Woman's Medical College of Philadelphia, came to the Otoe Indian
agency in southern Nebraska as post physician. She
later married John S. Briggs, the post trader, and
after several years service at the post, removed with
her husband to the Tt·enton community in Furnas
County, where they homesteaded. For several yeat·s
she was the only doctor in the county, as well as
in southwestern Nebraska and northern Kansas, and
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made calls on horseback as far as 100 miles. She
was said to have been a competent practitioner of
medicine and surgery.

Dr. Phebe Oliver.

DR. BANCROFT AND THE SIOUX MASSACRE
OF PAWNEES

Dr. W. M. Bancroft came from Philadelphia to
Plum Creek, now Lexington, in April, 1873. He was
called to attend Pawnee victims of the Sioux Massacre of Pawnees, which occurred August 5, 1873.
"It was the custom of the Pawnees< 12 > who were
friendly and were located on a reservation near Columbus, Nebraska, to go on a fall hunt for buffalo
meat for their winter use. The Sioux who were on
the Pine Bluff 1·eservation had an old grudge against
the Pawnees, and knew when this hunt took place.
The Pawnees made Plum Creek their starting poi nt
across the country southwest to the head of the
Frenchman river. They camped about ten miles
12. Ne brilskn Pl o n ee1· He mi ·n i scence><, Publi s hed by N••brns k a
S oc iety D. A. ll. 19 16- Pium C r ee k or l .e xin g·to n, IJ•·. \VIIIi a m
M. nan c r oft, pp, 57-62.
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northwest of Culbertson, a town now on the B. & M.
Railroad. The camp was in the head of a pocket
which led from a table land to the Republican River.
The Sioux drove a herd of buffalo on the Pawnees
while the latter were in camp. Not suspecting danger, the Pawnees began to kill the buffalo, when the
Sioux came up, taking them by surprise. The Pawnees, being outnumbered, fled down the canon. The
Sioux followed on either bank and cross-fired them,
killing and wounding about a hundred.

I was sent

by the government with Mr. Longshore, the Indian
agent of Columbus, and two guides to the scene of

Dr. William M. Bancroft.

the massacre, which was about one hundred and
forty miles southwest of Plum Creek, for the purpose of looking after the wounded who might have
been left behind. We made this trip on horseback.
The agent had the dead buried and we followed up
the wounded. We found twenty-two at Arapahoe
and ten o1· fifteen had left and started on the old
Fort Kearny trail. We brought the twenty-two
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wounded to Plum Creek, attended to their wounds,
and then shipped them in a box car to the reservation at Columbus.'•
Of his private practice, Dr. Bancroft says in the
same article: "My first trip to Wood r iver valley
twenty miles north, was to attend J ames B. Mallott,
one of the first settlers. They were afraid to let
me go without a guard but I had no fear of the Indians, so they gave me a belt of cartridges and a
Colt 's revolver. Finally, MacCool, the county clerk,
handed me a needle gun and commanded me to get
back before dark. I started on horseback with his
arsenal for Wood river and made the visit, but on my
return I stopped to let the horse rest and eat blue
stem. Soon the horse became frightened and began
to paw and snort. On looking back toward the divide, I saw three Indians on horseback were heading
my way. We were not long in getting started. I
beat them by a mile to the valley, arriving safely at
Tucker's farm on Buffalo creek. The Indians did not
follow but rode along the foothills to the west. A
party of fou r or five from Tucker's was not long iu
giving chase, but the Indians had disappeared in the
hills. A li ttle later Anton Abel, who lived a mile
north of town, came in on the run and stated that a
f ile of eight or ten Indians, with scalp sticks wavi ng,
we1·e headed south a half mile west of town. A number mounted their horses and gave chase to the
river where t he Indians crossed and were lost to
sig ht. We never suffered much loss or injury from
the Indians. Many scares were repor ted, but like
the buffulo after 1874-75, they were a t hing of the
past in om· county.
"My practice for t he fjrst ten or twelve years
among the sick and injured, covered a f ield almost
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unlimited. I was called as far north as Broken Bow
in the Loup Valley, fifty miles; east to E lm Creek,
Buffalo county, twenty miles; west to Brady Island,
Lincoln county, thirty-five miles, and south to the
Republican River. Most of the time there were no
roads or b1·idges."
Space forbids mention of many who in those early
days ministered to white and Indian. They traveled
the untrod wilderness and the monotonous and trackless prairie with Indian ponies and saddle bags, miles
untold, up to one hundred or more on errands of
mercy. This type of man was the real pioneer. In
the appendix of this volume will be found a list of
some of these early practicing physicians in Nebraska-men whose contributions to the State can never
be estimated-unsung heroes of a vanished day.
(See Appendix E).
By the late seventies the homesteader had pretty
weU occupied the boundless prairie; sod house, dugout and frame shack dotted the landscape, while an
occasional frame house testified that the occupant
was one of the few more fortunate homesteaders.
Thus came a new era, and through the decades
that followed, modern invention and scientific progress brought to even the remote country doctor and
his patients an easier mode of life and a skill never
visioned by those who rode the prail·ies.
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