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Message from the Editor
Although we are at the end of October, and moving into November, this issue is actually the summer 2020
edition of the Arkansas Military History Journal. After COVID-19 closed the Arkansas National Guard Museum
for three months during the spring, we are trying to get back on track with the journals. Therefore, the winter
issue came out last spring!
We believe we have an interesting edition for you. Camp Pike/Robinson has had at least two Medal of Honor
recipients come through the post, with the possibly three. Recent Ouachita Baptist graduate Emily McGee
researched those Medal of Honor recipients and her work is featured in this issue. Ms. McGee interned at the
Arkansas National Guard Museum during the summer and fall and did an outstanding job. We believe she has
a bright future! In addition, cartoonist SGT. Homer Provence, who came through Camp Robinson during WWII,
created some wonderful sketches and cartoons that reflect his humor during the war. We think you will
particularly enjoy his work. Finally, I have included a part of a chapter I wrote about Camp Pike in WWI. Here,
I focus mostly on the training at the post.
Dr. Raymond Screws
Editor/Arkansas National Guard Museum Director
501-212-5215; raymond.d.screws.nfg@mail.mil

By Emily McGee
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Camp Pike and the Preparation for War
By Dr. Raymond D. Screws

This article is from a longer chapter entitled “’To Carry Forward the Training Program’: Camp Pike in the Great War and
the Legacy of the Post,” in The W ar at Home: Perspectives on the A rkansas Experience During W orld W ar I, Mark K.
Christ, editor, University of Arkansas Press, 2020.

Camp Pike was awarded to the Little Rock area in 1917, as an Army training post shortly after the
United States entered the Great War in April. Camp Pike was one of 32 new military posts built in 1917, to
train solders for WWI. During the summer, the army changed its numbering system for its divisions and Camp
Pike became the training site for the Eighty-Seventh Division, which consisted of the states of Arkansas,
Mississippi, and Louisiana. At the end of August, before the first troops arrived, the new commander of the
Eighty-Seventh, General Samuel D. Sturgis Jr. was on post. Major John Fordyce, the Construction
Quartermaster, wrote to his father that “I am very impressed with him as a broadminded man as well as an
efficient military officer.”1 Sturgis, who was born in St. Louis, Missouri, in 1861, was promoted to Major
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General when he took command of the Eighty-Seventh Division at Camp Pike. On September 2, General Sturgis
inspected the new post and said he was impressed with the progress of construction. At that time, it was disclosed
that Camp Pike could accommodate 30,000 men.2
Sixteen Little Rock men were selected to be the first of the
Eighty-Seventh Division to arrive for training at Camp
Pike.3 On September 5, 1917, troops arrived on post to
begin training as part of the Eighty-Seventh Division.4 By

the end of the month, 23,000 men were on post.5 When
Private James Harris Atkinson, with whom we started our
story, arrived at Camp Robinson in 1918, he was “issued
two good pairs of shoes, two shirts (woolen), two pr. trousers, 3 pr. socks, belt, hat, two suits, underwear, comb,
brush, two woolen blankets, 2 towels, toothbrush, soap, 1 pr. leggings, mess kit, knife fork spoon, cup, bed sack.”6
And this was typical of all soldiers. In addition, the training doughboys (as the soldiers were called) were

encouraged to live chaste lives. Speaking at several of the YMCA buildings on post in January 1918, Dr. Clement
G. Clark, who was touring several military training cantonments throughout the country, told the men, in his then
“famous address” called “Sex-Life and Patriotism,” to live clean lives as “a duty they owed to their God, their
country, the women they may marry and themselves.”7
A number of men were discharged from the Eighty-Seventh Division throughout 1917 and 1918 for
physical problems.8 By the end of January, 7.6% of the men from Arkansas, Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi
had been discharged.9 To help the men stay healthy, General Sturgis wanted each company at Camp Pike to
participate in athletics. The general approved plans for
competitions for regiments and the entire division. “Every
man in athletics” was the slogan.10 In November, athletic
equipment arrived on post to be placed in all the barracks,
although the items were temporarily quarantined because of
a measles outbreak. Sporting events were difficult to conduct
because of the constant coming and going of men. But the
events were still managed.11 In February, the first baseball
Camp Pike baseball, 1920
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game was played at Camp Pike between soldiers. Some of the men had even played professional baseball.12 It is
possible this game was played at the newly constructed Belmont Field, which was built by the owner of the local
minor league team, the Little Rock Travelers.
Sports were good for morale and fitness, but military training was also required. Trenches were dug on
post to emulate the conditions the men would experience when they fought in France. 13 In May 1918, a machine
gun school was opened at Camp Pike.14 Some unusual training was also provided at Camp Pike. For example, the
Signal Corps experimented and trained in several

methods to send messages, including homing pigeons.
Pigeon training took place in the northwestern area of
the cantonment, with signs that said “keep out.”
Eighteen soldiers trained at the Field Battalion
Headquarters, of the 312th Signal Corps. Most of the
birds came from the Boston, Massachusetts, area.15

The Trench and Camp, the post newspaper, revealed
that anyone caught shooting a homing pigeon would be fined $100 and sentenced to six months in prison.16
General Sturgis was ordered to a new post and transferred from Camp Pike around December 1, 1917.
Brigadier General R. C. Van Vliet was named acting commander of the Eighty-Seventh Division and it was
assumed that he would be appointed as the new commander.17 However, Van Vliet was never named as the new
permanent commander of the division. In mid-March 1918, more than 20,000 men of the Eighty-Seventh Division
participated in a review. General Sturgis, who had just returned from an inspection assignment in France to again
take command of the Eighty-Seventh, led the review. He was gone for more than three months, but once he
returned, General Sturgis remained with the Eighty-Seventh and deployed with the division as its commander later
in the year. The review was in honor of Sturgis’s return from France. It was the largest military ceremony ever
held in Arkansas up to that point, and General Sturgis was accompanied by General J. B. McDonald from the
Inspector General Department in Washington DC. The Trench and Camp proclaimed the review “a beautiful
spectacle.” In addition to the soldiers, about 4,000 people from the area came in automobiles to witness the
review.18
African Americans also trained at Camp Pike in segregated units, such as the Field Remount Depot No.

11

351 of the Auxiliary Remount Depot No. 317.19 The first African American troops arrived at Camp Pike in
October 1917, with a total of just over 1,400 during the month. A year later, the number of African American men
on post reached a high of 11,267.20 In the summer of 1918, twenty-seven African American second lieutenants
from Camp Pike were sent to a new Department of Central Officers’ Training School to be educated in leadership.
The goal for these men, taken from several units, was to have them lead black troops by replacing white officers.21
One of the most significant incidents at Camp Pike during World War I involved African American
soldiers. Captain E. C. Rowan, a white officer from Mississippi, was court-martialed for refusing to follow a

direct order from a superior. Rowan refused to line up his white company during the morning parade because
black companies were also there in formation. At his court-martial, Rowan’s defense was that “he would have had
to violate a strict military ruling—would have injured the self-respect of his men—had he carried out the
order….Captain Rowan pleaded that the order in itself was illegal in that it violated the ‘custom regulation of the
army.’”22 Rowan was found guilty in his court-martial and dismissed. This was the first time in American history
that a white officer was court-martialed in an issue involving race.23

Native Americans also trained at Camp Pike, although not in segregated units. One such doughboy was
Choctaw

Joe

Green,

who

provided

information about a typical training week to
the superintendent of the Indian School he had
attended. He wrote, “I have been in the army
almost two months, drilling eight hours a day
five days a week. Saturday and Sunday we
have as holidays.” But the first day of the
weekend was not just for personal time. Green
explained that “Saturday morning we stand rifle inspection. So far I have passed this test. Some of the boys fail
and get extra duty.” Green also saw other Native Americans while training at Camp Pike. “I saw some of the
Chilocco [Indian School] boys here three weeks ago. I was certainly glad to meet them. They were: John Johnson
[Seminole], Albert Barcelo, Martin Jackaway and Nelson Cooper. I had begun to think I was the only one here
from Chilocco and was glad to see these old schoolmates.”24
A noteworthy case involved Peter Defoe, a Chippewa from the White Earth Reservation in Minnesota.
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Defoe believed that he was not legally
drafted into the army because Major
General Enoch Crowder, who was in
charge of the Selective Service, made the
decision that Native Americans who kept
their tribal affiliations active were not to
be included in the military draft. Defoe

attempted to be released from military
service even before his transfer to Camp
Pike from Camp Dodge in Iowa. However, as indicated in an article published in The Tomahawk, the White Earth
Reservation newspaper, General Crowder’s mandate did not apply to Defoe. Because of the Nelson Act of 1889,
the White Earth Chippewa accepted allotments from the federal government, which also constituted citizenship. In
addition, according to The Tomahawk, an amendment made it perfectly clear that Indians of “mixed blood” were

undoubtedly citizens of the United States. The paper indicated that because Defoe was of mixed heritage, he was
subject to conscription. The paper also offered these words: “Our advice to Mr. Defoe is to stand by his enlistment
and serve his country loyally as a good citizen, for citizen he is.”25 Indeed, Peter Defoe did continue to serve in the
army and was killed in action on October 1, 1918, in France and is buried in the Meuse-Argonne American
Cemetery in that country.26
When men arrived for training, they were quarantined for ten days to help prevent the spread of disease.
The men were also vaccinated for a number of diseases such as smallpox. However, precautions such as
quarantines and vaccinations did not prevent all diseases from spreading. By early 1918, Camp Pike had a high
rate of venereal disease, so much so that the post led all army posts in this category. And levels of other diseases at
the Arkansas cantonment were close to being the highest in the country. Measles socked the post particularly
hard.27 But even a month before troops arrived at Camp Pike, a construction worker was discovered to have
smallpox and was quickly sent to quarantine.28 Of course, the close proximity of men, especially because they
arrived on post from a multitude of places, hastened the spread of diseases. Unsanitary conditions could be a
health hazard as well, but at the end of August 1917, an army health inspector indicated after visiting the camp
that sanitary conditions were very good.29
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By December 1917, however, the death rate at Camp Pike from diseases was extremely high. Even by midNovember, there were 571 cases of measles on post.30 Even malaria was reported.31 However, in December, Major
General W. C. Gorgas of the Medical Corps visited Camp Pike and erroneously said that the death rates at
cantonments should not inspire fear.32 Then in February 1918, to compound the problem, Camp Pike experienced
a pneumonia outbreak.33 Men were quarantined until they were no longer considered contagious. However, the
worst was yet to come. On September
23, 1918, influenza was discovered on

post. This was the beginning of the great
Spanish

flu

epidemic

that

spread

throughout the world in 1918 and 1919,
killing

millions.

The

number

of

influenza cases at Camp Pike quickly
rose, even while officials attempted to downplay the epidemic, despite the realization that by the end of

September, the post hospital had already treated more than 7,600 patients.34 Finally, on October 3, the post was
placed under quarantine, and officers were included a few days later. In fact, the hospital was so crowded with
cases of influenza that infected men were placed in barracks with those not sick, exacerbating the problem.35
The first half of September saw seventeen new influenza cases a day check into the post hospital, but that
soon tripled. By the last part of the month, around a thousand new flu cases reported to the hospital, which had
2,000 beds. About 1,400 influenza patients arrived from Eberts Training Field, located in nearby Lonoke County.
To make matters worse, sixty-two of the 240 medical personnel at the Camp Pike hospital contracted the disease.
By the time the epidemic ran its course, 466 had lost their lives from Camp Pike and Eberts Field. Camp Pike was
one of the worst-hit military reservations in the country.36
In May 1918, Congress passed a new law that allowed men who were not citizens to become naturalized if
they were soldiers, suspending the previous requirement of five years of residency. Soldiers at Camp Pike took
advantage of the new law, as did most of the other military training cantonments across the country. For example,
between May and December 1918, more than 3,000 naturalization petitions were processed. Only two were denied
by the judge, because the men were from China. During those years, Asians born on foreign soil could not become
American citizens. Of the men naturalized at Camp Pike, more than 22% were from the Scandinavian countries,
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and another 22% were from Eastern Europe. Close behind were men from Italy at 18%. Most of these men were
not living in Arkansas when they joined the army.37
In August 1918, the men of the Eighty-Seventh Division were sent overseas. Most of these men came from
Arkansas, Alabama, Louisiana and Mississippi. However, in 1918, men from Tennessee and Iowa were also sent
to Camp Pike to train as part of the Eighty-Seventh Division. General Sturgis led the Eighty-Seventh in France.
During two consecutive months during the late summer and early fall of 1918, more than 54,000 troops were on
post at one time.38 Most doughboys received six months of training in the United States, and then usually had

around two months’ more training overseas. As a rule, once soldiers were committed to the battlefield, or trenches,
as it were, they were sent to a sector that was not so intense for a month before being moved to the real battle
zone.39 And this was most likely the case for the men of the Eighty-Seventh.
Thousands of men trained at Camp Pike during the Great War. After the Eighty-Seventh deployed, the
cantonment was used for replacement training
and, after the War, Camp Pike was utilized as

a demobilization post for the Third Infantry
Division.

Around

105,000

soldiers

demobilized at Camp Pike. Beginning in 1919,
the Third Division, in partnership with the
Knights of Columbus, established Camp Pike
College on post to help returning soldiers with
their transition into civilian life. Courses
covered such areas as motor mechanics, sheet metal work, carpentry, and plumbing. In addition, there were
courses offered in bookkeeping and dramatics, as well as a class in Americanization. It is important to remember
that 1919 was the year of the first Red Scare in America, and understanding what it was to be an American was
deemed important, even to those born in the country.40 In 1922, Camp Pike was given to the State of Arkansas and
used by the Arkansas National Guard until 1940, when the US Army took over the post again. By that time the
post had been renamed Camp Robinson. After the Second World War Camp Robinson went back to the Arkansas
National Guard.
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Comics, Drawings & Articles
by and about
Sgt. Homer Provence
Sgt. Provence trained at Camp Robinson during WWII. He was in the 2/137th
IN, 35th IN DIV. Many of his drawings reflect the life of soldiers during WWII.
Items in this pictorial display were in a scrapbook containing original cartoons
and sketches from 1940-1945. The scrapbook was placed on loan to the
Arkansas National Guard Museum by Officer Larry K. Behnke of Cabot, AR, the
nephew of Provence.
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