Frontiers Old and New
By George Pettigrew

I am a “Buffalo Sailor.” Perhaps the only one you are likely to ever meet. This hybrid of a veteran is a cross of my Navy service and the Army service of my great grandfather, Isaac Johnson. Pvt. Johnson enlisted on May 6, 1867, in Montgomery, Alabama. This was almost forty years to the day following the founding of Fort Leavenworth on May 8, 1827.
 He was assigned to the 38th Infantry Regiment, Company K, United States Colored Troops (USCT). Unknown to anyone at the time, including himself, he was to become one of the original Buffalo Soldiers. That day marked the turn from his being only formally enslaved to becoming a professional soldier. One hundred and two years later I voluntarily enlisted in the U.S. Navy during the Vietnam War.
On July 5th or 6th of 1867, he was detailed to escort mail from Fort Harker, Kansas to Fort Union, New Mexico along the Santa Fe Trail. Being completely illiterate, the messages contained in the letters meant nothing to him. His duty was to transport the mail to Fort Union without fail. Four miles west of Lyons, Kansas in Rice County, his detail came under attack at Cow Creek Crossing. This crossing was a popular attack point for the Kiowa and Cheyenne that summer. The troops successfully repelled their attackers. 
Relieved to have survived, he was wounded in the right shoulder. More research is needed to see if they returned to Fort Harker where he would have been treated by the 38th Infantry Captain and Assistant Surgeon Ely McCellan or did they continued 450 miles to Fort Union where he would receive proper care from a doctor there. Afterall, Fort Harker was less than 30 miles away.  
This was Army life on the Frontier in the 19th century. In 1869 the moniker famously bestowed on the Black soldiers started in the Kansas Plains when a Native American tribe, believed to be Cheyenne, started calling them what became the Buffalo Soldiers.  A nickname that represented active-duty personnel for eighty-five years and the spirit lives on today. It is widely believed that the Buffalo Soldier nickname originated at the Battle of the Saline River near the end of August 1867. Today, those stories and others are shared about the Buffalo Soldiers of the Indian Wars through to the Korean War. 
The 10th Cavalry was formed at Fort Leavenworth on 21 September 1866, arguably the most famous unit of the Buffalo Soldiers.
This is but one of the many, many stories that Fort Leavenworth has been a part of. The story starts before the arrival of Lewis and Clark going back to Fort de Cavagnial, built in 1744. Today that original location is within 5,600 acres of Fort Leavenworth. Sixty years later Lewis and Clark stood on the bluffs overlooking the Missouri River during the 26th-29th June 1804. They declared the area a suitable location for a fort. This location was also close to a large Kansa tribe village. In 1827 Colonel Henry Leavenworth established Cantonment Leavenworth on May 8, 1827. Thus began the storied history of Fort Leavenworth. 
The broad and historically critical saga of the fort is best expressed in its Frontier Army Museum on the post. As best it can, it tells the stories of the major events that have and do occur at the fort. It is filled with special and one-of-a-kind artifacts, but the building is limited in its capability to do the story justice. 
The museum started in a converted training building in 1938 and was known as the “Old Rolling Wheels Museum.”  It became officially recognized as an Army Museum in 1960.  Although it contains one of the finest collections of nineteenth century military artifacts in the country, it is woefully ill suited for its use as a museum today. It is impossible to retrofit the building to reach acceptable levels of Army Museum standards. Moreover, it attracts an average of less than eight visitors a day due in part to its location behind armed gates.
Today, as Fort Leavenworth fast approaches its bicentennial in 2027, it is the oldest continuously operated fort west of the Appalachian Mountains and only the third fort in the U.S. Army to ever attain that remarkable status. Moreover, it was key to the settlement of the western frontier and the protector of the Santa Fe, Oregon, and California Trails as well as the control point for all forts in the west during the Indian Wars.
The Frontier Museum of the United States Army Foundation (FMUSAF) was formed to meet those needs. In a public/private partnership with the Army Center of Military History and Fort Leavenworth work is underway to fund, construct, and later offer limited support for the museum. The FMUSAF is a 501(c)3 formed in the state of Kansas. A critical fact about the location of the Frontier Museum of the United States Army (FMUSA) is that it will be on federal land at the fort but outside the gates and fence for greater public access. 


The project target date of 2027 is in line with the fort bicentennial and completion of the buildout will take eighteen months. The building will be 500 feet from the east entrance to the west end gradually increasing in height of fifty feet from one end to the other, symbolizing the expansion of the western frontier. The entire project has an expected cost of one hundred million dollars to complete. Once complete the entire project will be gifted to the United States Army and Fort Leavenworth under the control of the Army Center of Military History. At that time the FMUSAF will continue to function in a support capacity to provide support as requested by the museum.
Funding in three parts is requested from the federal and state governments and private sources. For more information go to fmusaf.org/museum. 

“The Story of the Frontier is the Story of America”


