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The Great War: Arkansas in
World War 1

The Great War: Arkansas in

World War | showcases imag-

es from the Arkansas State

i =% | Archives' holdings, including

= 1, B _ | original documents, photo-

' graphs, posters, maps and

historical objects that tell the

story of Arkansas's role during

World War |, at home and on

the battlefields. The panels

cover the chronology of the

war as well as various facets of the

conflict: training troops in Arkansas,

actions overseas, the Home Front,

providing for the war, healthcare and
Arkansas heroes.

Special Thanks to the
Arkansas Humanities Council

On behalf of the board of directors and the staff of
the Arkansas National Guard Museum, we would
like to thank the Arkansas Humanities Council for
awarding us the funding to develop new panels for
the Pike Room. The panels tells the story of the
Great War as well as the construction of Camp Pike.
The panels of this exhibit goes on to tell the story of
activities that occurred at Camp Pike following the
Great War and tells of the Pandemic of 1918, Camp
Pike College, Camp McRae, the

Citizens Military Training Camp, . _Arkansas

the Civilian Conservation Camp Humanl_tles
Council

as well as the name change
from Camp Pike to Camp J.T. @

Robinson.
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The History of Camp Pike, Arkansas

Tracy Nieser*

O n June 28, 1914, in the city of Sarajevo,
the capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the heir to
the Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke Francis
Ferdinand, and his wife were visiting on a mission
of goodwill. A young man named Gavrilo Princip,
a member of the radical secret society “Black
Hand,” fired a revolver, killing both of them. By
August, events had led Europe into the “Great
War.” This tragedy to the world was to have
a significant impact on the United States, and
specific impact on the economy of Pulaski County,
Arkansas.! -

When the United States entered the war on
Good Friday, April 6, 1917, the government was

‘faced with the necessity of mobilizing an army.

President Wilson had accepted the need for a
military conscription or draft. After much debate,
the draft bill passed and was signed by the
President on May 18, 1917. It required all men
between twenty-one and thirty to register with a
draft board on June 5, 1917. Those selected for
actual service were chosen by lottery drawn in
the Senate Office Building on July 20, 1917.
Secretary of War Newton D. Baker first drew a
capsule from a board — it was number 258. Thus,
every man assigned the number 258 in each of the
4,500 local draft boards was obliged to take a
medical examination as the next stage in the
process.?

To train and discipline the draftees, sixteen

.army camps were created under| canvas in the

South and another sixteen cantonments were
established in the North, each with a capacity for
40,000 to 50,000 men. This was a prodigious feat to
achieve in three months, since a typical canton-
ment required 1,200 buildings on a camp site of
5,000 to 11,000 acres, a rifle range and drill
grounds on another 2,000 acres, and, linking all
the sites, twenty-five miles of hard roads.
The cantonments used 450 million feet of board
lumber, 140,000 wooden doors, 721,000 cots, and
54,000 toilet bowls. Each cantonment cost, on the
average, $8 million, each camp, $1.9 million. The
entire project of construction was second only to
the Panama Canal. All camps provided a sixteen-

week period of preliminary training.?

Realizing the financial impact of such a camp,
Little Rock’s city fathers worked eagerly to
persuade the federal government to locate one of
the camps north of the river.t In the beginning,
however, North Little Rock —then called Argenta
— almost lost the chance to have a training camp.
The Army was strongly considering Fort Smith,
Hattiesburg and Holly Springs, Mississippi, and
Alexander and Shreveport, Louisiana, as possible
choices.® The Little Rock Board of Commerce
(present-day Chamber of Commerce) prepared
a report in May 1917 that it hoped would sway

*Mr. Nieser is a retired mulitary officer from Jacksonville, who recently completed post-graduate requirements
and was certified as a secondary social studies teacher. He now teaches at Mills High School.



the Army’s decision. The report listed available
warehouse space in the area, railroads and
terminal facilities, the school system, health
conditions, and available 1and.® Private business-
men raised $300,000 to buy 3,000 acres of land
north of Argenta and tolease another 10,000 acres.
State and city funds brought the Arkansas bid up
to $500,000.7

The Army liked what itsaw. OnJune 11, 1917,
the War Department announced it would spend
approximately $3.5 million to build Camp Pike,
naming it after the early Western explorer
who discovered Pike’s Peak, General Zebulon
Montgomery Pike.®? The news was received by
W. B. Smith of the Little Rock Board of Commerce
in the form of a simple telegram from Albert D.
Cohn in Washington that stated in a prearranged
code — “The lady wins, Congratulations.” Another

U.. Army Engi used rail cars to bring in materials to build Camp Pike, c. 191 /3

(Photo courtesy UCA Archives)

message was received several minutes later from
Congressman J. C. Conway of the Fifth District.
An interesting comment reflecting the times
was made by the congressman when he said he
believed a big factor in the selection of Arkansas
over other sites was the fact that Arkansas is a
“bone dry state.” Other camps in the Southern
District would be built in Louisville, Kentucky,
and the state of Mississippi.?

Work began immediately on Camp Pike and
resulted in the building of a “good sized city.”
Involved in the construction was the use of 26.5
million feet of lumber and about forty miles of
paved roads. The project brought Little Rock (for
the next three years) a monthly payroll estimated
at $2.5 million.!® The initial contract for building
was let to James Stewart and Company of St. Louis
and New York, with all to be supervised by Major
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John R. Fordyce, construction quartermaster.it
Actual construction on the first building started
Tuesday, June 26, 1917.12 :

The labor requirements for this construction
meant between five and ten thousand people for
Camp Pike, the same number for the picric acid
plant, and between three and five thousand at
Ebert’s Field and the aviation warehouse. At no
time was there a serious shortage of labor in the
state, either on government work or on private
non-war work. About fifteen hundred laborers
were imported from Puerto Rico and were used in
war construction work around Little Rock. This
labor was not considered the best, but it assisted
very materially in the completion of this very
important work. Something like three thousand
laborers, both skilled and unskilled, were
imported from the states-of Texas and Oklahoma
and were distributed between Camp Pike, the
aviation warehouse, and the picric acid plant.’?

There were no serious labor disputes that
delayed construction, but the building did not go
on without some problems. In a brief history of the
construction of Camp Pike, written around 1920,
Major Fordyce related the following:

We did not have a single strike or serious
disagreement during the whole job. I attribute
this (good luck) to the fact that a definite under-
standing as to just what rules were to govern men,
clearly set forth at Washington and agreed to by
the responsible heads of organized labor. This was
to be an “open shop” where Union and non-Union
men were to work together. This fact was made
known to all workers, and any foreman found
compelling a2 workman to join a union, or dis-

charging him because he was not a member, wag
promptly placed in the guard house. He was
worked from three o five days, at hard police duty
under guard with pay, and then put off of the
reservation with orders not to return.

Local labor committees remonstrated with
me about this harsh treatment, but I told them
that my understanding of the situation was thatin
time of war the needs and work for the country
were of vital importance and that I would consider
any interruption of (work on) this cantonment,
or any act on their part which would cause
dissatisfaction among the men, as treason, and
that treason in time of war was liable to be
punished by death. I have never taken the timeto -
find out if my stand was legal or not. At one time,
I had the President of the Plumbers’ Union and at
another, one of the heads of the Carpenters’ Union,
in the guard house and only “pardoned” them out
upon their solemn promise to be loyal American
citizens.!

OnJune 26, 1917, it was reported that the first
building of the new cantonment had been com-
pleted along with the first mile of railroad track
into the camp. Other buildings were expected to be
completed within the next few days.’s

On July 1, 1917, the Arkansas Gazette, with
large headlines on page one, declared a crowd of
50,000, “The greatest patriotic demonstration.
in the history of Little Rock,” cheered General

 Leonard Wood, commander of the Southern
"Department of the Army. He was in Little Rock to
inspect the new Camp Pike and see how near it was
to completion. While speaking, General Wood
stated: “The cantonments of the twelfth Army at
Little Rock will be permanent, it will remain and
will prove to be even more valuable after the war.”
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On September 2, Major Fordyce reported to
the public that although as a whole Camp Pike was
not yet complete, it was ahead of schedule and
was now ready to receive six times the initial
contingent of men who would arrive September 5.
The first 5,000 would go at once into barracks in
the section between First and Tenth streets on
South Avenue.!®

On September 5, 1917, Major Fordyce tele-
graphed the following report to Colonel Littell of
the Cantonment Division of the War Department:

Barracks available for 35,000 troops, lavatories
for 20,000. Quarters available for 800 officers,
lavatories for 400. 10 quartermaster warehouses
ready for use. 20,000 troops can besupported with
30 gallons of water per day. Mess facilities for
12,000 officers and troops per day. Sewage system
available for 20,000 people per day.!? '

Without any further fanfare, the advanced
guard of a planned 40,000 man training force
began to arrive at 7:00 on the morning of Sep-
tember 5, 1917, and were registered in the 87th
Division of the National Army. These men were

‘to be trained to prepare the huge numbers of

draftees and enlistees that were to follow. The first
man to register was Walter Sherman Sarten, a
farmer from Bentonville, Arkansas. He had been
born in Eureka Springs in 1889 and was farming
at Hewasse before joining the army.1®

By noon, forty-eight men had registered.
Under the command of officers from the reserve
corps they were taken first to the bathhouses, then
to Medical Corps headquarters, where they were
given a preliminary examination and admin-
istered the smallpox, typhoid, and paratyphoid
vaceination. Captain Thornburg, in charge of the

U.S. Army Engineers use an observation tower to photographwork on construction of Camp Pike, ¢.1917.

(Photo courtesy UCA Archives)
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Medical Corps at Camp Pike, reported that a very
careful examination was made of the conscripts’
eyes for trachoma immediately upon their arrival,
and afurther examination was made the next day.

The first black enlistee quartered at Camp
Pike arrived the morning of September 7, 1917,
and was quartered in building number forty-
three. His name was Lambert Hayes, a turpentine
worker of Magee, Mississippi. Since there were no
plans to include blacks in the first five percent of
the troops, he was a surprise to the post command.
He made three statements: he was a drafted
man, he came to “enlist,” and he was hungry.
Apparently he came on his own authority, paying
his own transportation, to join the Army.1®

The Arkansas Gazette reported on June 20
that the First Arkansas Infantry was given a
weekend of official rest. The catch was that the
men must use Friday (June 23) as a “day of
fasting,” sothat the entire regiment could take the
hookworm treatment. The medicine was required
to be given on an empty or “fasting” stomach.
The men were then given the remainder of the
weekend off.

By the evening of September 8 the formation
of the Eighth Provisional Company in the depot
brigade of the 87th Division had its first 1,500 men
in camp. The commander of the depot was Colonel
Frederick Shaw under orders of Major General
Samuel D. Sturgis, commanding officer of the
87th Division.20

There were other benefits for Arkansas as a
result of Camp Pike. For example, immediately
following the establishment of the camp, the

U.S. Public Health Service assumed adminis-
trative jurisdiction not only over the cantonment
area (and Eberts Field) but also over both Pulaskj
and Lonoke counties. The Little Rock Board.
of Commerce appropriated $50,000 for malaria
control, and the Public Health Service and the city
gained the distinction of being the first fully
coordinated area in the nation where one agency
controlled all medical activities. In recognition of
this fact, Little Rock was designated as a training
school for medical and sanitary officers prior to
their being assigned to other cantonment areas
throughout the nation. As vaccination was one of
the most effective methods of reducing smallpox,
a special effort was made to cover this district.
Over 300,000 persons, including school children,
were vaccinated against smallpox and over 25,000
against typhoid fever.2!

To further emphasize the importance of this
arrangement, it was noted that during the latter
months of the war, after the local arrangement
was expanded to the State Council of Defense,
the most severe epidemic known up to that time
— influenza — visited Arkansas. Some 7,000
Arkansas citizens died, and approximately one-
fourth of the entire population was affected.
Thanks to the organization (started due to Camp
Pike) the state was recognized nationally for
having put into operation the most effective
quarantine in the nation. Even considering the
terrible toll taken by the influenza, it cannot be
imagined what might have been without this
organization.2?

To determine what life was like for a typical
soldier, the following information is provided
from a group of published letters from James
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Harris Atkinson, someone who was there and had
the ability to provide a reasonable record, edited
by Michael D. Polston.?? By the summer of 1918
Camp Pike was completed and ready to perform
the mission it was designed for. According to the
Polston article, it. was a massive cantonment
encompassing several thousand acres and capable
of housing as many as fifty thousand recruits. “The
initial number of 10,000 draftees arrived at the
camp by June 1, 1918. The next large group of
soldiers totaling some 17,000 was due to begin
arriving on June 20. It was as a member of this
second quota that James H. Atkinson arrived
at Camp Pike. After arriving at the base all

new soldiers [including Private Atkinson] were

restricted to barracks for a ten-day quarantine
to protect the population against the spread of
contagious diseases. Uniforms were issued after
this ten-day period.” This issue of uniforms was
described by Private Atkinson as follows:

(Photo courtesy UCA Archives)

In our outfit at Camp Pike we were issued two
good pair shoes, two shirts (woolen), two pair
trousers, 3 pair socks, belt, hat, . .. two woolen
blankets, 2 towels, toothbrush, soap, 1 pair
leggings, mess kit, knife, fork, spoon, cup, bed
sack.

“The barracks mentioned by Atkinson were
two-story wooden structures, with sleeping
quarters located on the top floor. These sleeping
quarters consisted of approximately one hundred
cots arranged in single rows along the two outer
walls and one row down the center. Each cot,
having a single mattress filled with straw, was
covered by one olive drab army blanket. Located
on the opposite ends of the ground floor were the
mess hall and the first squad room.

“Atkinson’s estimate of the number of men
quartered in his assigned barrack seems excessive
but according to contemporary accounts there was
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such an overflow of recruits by July 3 that tents
were pitched to accommodate an additional 1,500
recruits.”

Polston goes on to say, “Meals were one of
Atkinson’s more pleasant memories of Army life.
Each was served promptly on large metal platesat
6 a.m., 12 noon, and 6 p.m.” The mess facility was
crowded, being described as a facility designed to
feed about 200 men but actually feeding near 600.
Sometimes the recruits waited thirty minutes or
more in line for one serving, but they could
go through the line as often as they wanted.
According to Atkinson’s letters, “a typical break-
fast consisted of steak, potatoes, rice, bread,
butter, and coffee. An average dinner consisted of
stew, mashed potatoes, boiled onions, peas, bread,
butter, pudding, pie, and tea, coffee, or lemonade.
The evening meal generally-included fried bacon,

canned salmon, potato salad, a vegetable, bread,

butter, and preserved fruit. The American
recruits were said to be the ‘best fed soldiers in the
world’.”

It seemed to Private Atkinson that most of the
time was spent “eating, or waiting to eat, and in
washing and scrubbing.” Their cots were taken
outside and the floor scrubbed, every day. There
was “always someone higher up to ‘raise cain’ if
things [weren't] clean. Cleanliness seem[ed] to be
the hobby.”

The soldiers continued to come, thousands of
them, and at times the camp’s population exceeded

‘that of Little Rock and North Little Rock com-

bined. Both cities were filled to capacity by
relatives of soldiers and by workers in the new
jobs.2

By 1918 as many as 100,000 men were
stationed there at one time, housed in hundreds of
barracks. When the armistice was signed between
the allies (including the U.S.) and Germany on
November 11, 1918, the future of Camp Pike
became uncertain but not bleak. On December 5,
1918, Camp Pike was selected as a center for the
demobilizing of troops designated for discharge
into the surrounding 350-mile radius.? Later, on
January 4, 1919, the camp was also designated to
rehabilitate wounded soldiers, especially men who
had lost use of limbs.? The camp also continued to
train new soldiers, only with much smaller classes.
This mission was, however, being gradually
phased out. On February 14, 1919, the last class
of thirty-six candidates for commissions in the
Reserve corps were graduated, and the school
was closed. Interestingly enough, this final class
graduated a black officer, Sergeant Thomas
Carroll, who received a commission as captain in
the Reserve corps.?”

Abandonment of the reservation was ordered
in 1921, but it continued to serve as a Citizens
Military Training Camp, training grounds for the
Arkansas National Guard, and annual encamp-
ment site for farm organizations. Camp Pike,
renamed Camp Robinson in 1937 in honor of
Senator Joseph Taylor Robinson of Arkansas
(1872-1937), took on a semblance of its wartime
look in 1940, as workmen erected quarters for
25,000 young men training under the national
defense program.?® Land purchases during the
war increased the camp’s size to 48,188 acres.
Camp Robinson became a basic training base
eventually housing about 60,000 men with a peak
strength reaching 75,000. A 100-acre prisoner-of-
war camp was also housed there. The first major
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occupant of the new camp was the 35th Division,
National Guard troops called to federal service.?®

Camp Pike, or Camp Robinson, as it is known
today, was fortunate. Most of the cantonment
camps were deserted after the war and eventually
sold off to the public. A very few camps, such as
Camp Taylor, located at Louisville, Kentucky,
(where the author of this article grew up) were as
large as Camp Pike and as costly to build. Camp
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