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The papers of Javan Bradley Irvine, who spent nearly a quarter of his
fhirty-year military career stationed at Fort Rice, Fort Thompson, and
Fort Sully in Dakota Territory, contain a wealth of information regarding developments along the Missouri River in the late i86os and early
1870S. In diary entries and correspondence to his vrife and children,
he relates activities in and around the forts, giving readers a first-person view of daily life at each of these isolated posts. In addition to
these writings from Irvine's time in Dakota Territory, the collection
housed in the State Archives of the South Dakota State Historical Society contains correspondence from his Civil War service, diaries and
correspondence of other family members, photographs, scrapbooks,
family Bibles, personal papers, and financial account books. The collection also gives a glimpse into the lives of the well-known Riggs missionary famuy, with whom the Irvines became acquainted at Fort
Sully and later became related by marriage.
Javan Bradley Irvine was bom in Dansville, New York, on 3 April
1831 and later moved to Minneapolis, Minnesota, to work with his
brother John in the buuding trade. Javan Irvine married Margaret
Louisa Halsted on 3 December 1856, and fhe couple moved into a twostory brick house Irvine built on Summit Avenue in Saint Paul. The
Irvines had four chñdren: Javan Bradley, Jr., bom 30 September 1857;
Margaret Louisa, bom 4 April 185g; John Halsted, bom 6 July i860;
and George Washington, born 23 September 1861. George died on the
day of his birth, and John died as a toddler in October 1862. After an
eventful life connected vsdth the military, the elder Javan and Margaret

Copyright © 2007 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

164 I South Dakota History

VOL. 37, NO. 2

Irvine retired to California. Javan died 20 January 1904, and his wife
died 9 December 1912, both in Los Angeles, California.'
The majority of the Javan Bradley Irvine Papers consists of correspondence from Irvine to his family, beginning in 1859 and extending
through 1875. During this period, Irvine joined the military and
served at various stations in Virginia, Illinois, Kentucky, Iowa, Kansas,
Dakota Territory, and New York. One especially valuable aspect of the
collection is the fact that it includes letters Irvine received from his
wife and children as well as those he sent home. Gaps in the correspondence indicate periods when the family was together.
Irvine penned one of the earliest letters in the collection in August
1859 to his wife, who was visiting famuy in New York and had taken
young Javan (also called Javie) and infant Margaret (known as Louisa)
along. Like much of the correspondence that would pass between
family members over the years, this letter expresses the loneliness
they endured over long separations. "Kiss the dear babes for their
Papa," Irvine wrote his wife, "and return with them soon."' Margaret
(Maggie) Irvine's letters to her husband repeatedly express her affection for him and her faith in God.
When the Civil War broke out in the spring of 1861, Irvine heeded
the call for volunteers and joined Company A of the First Minnesota
Volunteer Infantry Regiment, although he was not formally mustered
in until later. He wrote several letters to Margaret from his duty station at Fort Snelling before leaving for Washington, D.C, in early Jtdy.
In addition to discussing his ambition to gain appointment as a first
lieutenant in the United States Army, he also gave his wife instructions on which bills to pay and expressed regret at not being able to
provide her with more financial assistance.'
In mid-July, Irvine was in Washington, D.C, vnriting to Margaret of
the scenery he had seen in the course of his joumey and of the numerous Union soldiers amassing in the city. He tells his wife to be
strong, reminding her that the country "is worth saving [for] our chü1. Irvine genealogy. Box 3996B, and Irvine family Bible, Flatbox 082, Javan Bradley Irvine
Papers, State Archives Collection, South Dakota State Historical Society (SDSHS). Pierre.
2. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, r4 Aug. r859, ^^^ 334ÖA, Folder i, ibid.
3. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 7 May, 9 July 1861, Box 3346A, Folder 2, ibid.
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Javan Irvine stands in front of his home in Los Angeles, where he moved with Margaret after retiring from the military.

dren and all those who come afier us."t Irvine went on to move with
Company A of the First Minnesota Volunteers into Virginia. There, on
21 July 1861, he played an active part in the first battie of Bull Run by
capturing a Confederate colonel, Bartley B. Boone. Writing to Margaret, Irvine expressed hope that his activity during this engagement
would help him secure a higher appointment. He also reported that
his brother John had been wounded in the hand and taken prisoner
dxiring the same battle.'
4. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 13 July 1861, ibid.
5. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 20, 30 July 1861. ibid.
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After Bull Run, Irvine's company was assigned to stand guard along
the Potomac River to prevent rebel soldiers from crossing with supplies. In October 1861, Irvine received word of the death of his newborn son, George, the previous month. His correspondence back to
his wife was filled vrith sorrow over their loss and regret that he cotild
not be at her side.^ At the end of the year, Irvine learned of his appointment as a first lieutenant in the Thirteenth United States Infantry and was soon on his way to Missouri to serve under Lieutenant
Colonel Sidney Burbank.? Through the first months of 1862, he corresponded regularly with Margaret. One of his letters included a sketch
of his quarters at Jefferson Barracks, Missouri. In another, he noted
that he had learned through the Saint Louis newspaper that his brother had been released from Fort Monroe, Virginia, that spring.'
During this period, Irvine was promoted to regimental quartermaster and spent much of his time keeping cash accounts for Confederate
prisoners of war and screening their incoming and outgoing correspondence. Farly in 1862, his company was ordered to transfer rebel
prisoners being held at McDowell's GoUege in Saint Louis to the Illinois State Penitentiary at Alton, which had been converted to a federal
military prison and became the company's new station. After Union
forces captured Fort Donelson in Tennessee, the number of rebel prisoners being transported to Alton increased dramatically. Irvine was
promoted to acting adjutant, leaving him little time to read or write
personal letters. One of his additional duties was to write paroles for
Confederate officers, which allowed them to move about anywhere in
the city of Alton.'
From the home front in Minnesota, Margaret wrote that the children were ill with the measles. When Javan, Sr., became ill with typhoid fever in the spring of 1862, Margaret decided that the family
shotild join him in Illinois, and their letters discussed travel and financial arrangements for the journey. A letter to Margaret dated 4
6. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 13 Aug., 4 Oct. 1861, ibid.
7. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 3 Dec. 1861, ibid.
8. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 19 Jan. 1862, Box 3346A, Folder 3, ibid.
9. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, i Jan., i, 6,10,17 Feb. 1862, ibid.
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April 1862 included money and wishes for a safe journey to Alton.
That autumn, Javan and Margaret's toddler son, John, died.'"
The family appears to have spent the next two years together, for the
correspondence between Javan and Margaret does not resume until
1864. In that year, Irvine was on duty as a mustering officer in Louisville, Kentucky. His letters to his wife were addressed to Newport Barracks in Newport, Kentucky, where she and the chudren were staying.
In June, he traveled to Paducah, Kentucky, to muster and swear soldiers into service. His correspondence mentions notable Union officers, describes conditions at various towns and forts, and makes dear
his opinion of what he perceived as the prevailing sentiments in Kentucky. "I am heartily tired of loafing here," he wrote, "for it amounts to
that. And, there wül always be a good deal of it to be done by mustering officers in the state of Kentucky, where it is so slow to find any true
spirit of patriotism among the people.""
When Irvine returned to Louisvule, he received orders to transfer
soldiers to Atlanta and informed his wife that she would not hear
from him for some time. On 10 September 1864 he wrote, "I leave
this city tomorrow, and by that act cut loose from my communications
with you and launch out upon the broad field of adventure and war."'^
He wrote his next letter more than a month later, on 28 October 1864,
to let his wife know that he was in New York and on his way back to
Kentucky.''
The family appears to have been together again for several months,
for the collection contains no further correspondence until the spring
of 1865. In a letter Irvine wrote on 22 April 1865 from Gamp Sherman, Nashville, Tennessee, to Margaret, who was back in Saint Paul,
he described how the camp had reacted to the news of the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln. "Perhaps no event in American
history since the death of Washington," he concluded, "has brought
10. Margaret Irvine to Javan Irvine, 19 Jan., 20 Feb. 1862, Box 3346B, Folder 16, and Javan
Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 17 Feb, 16, 27 Mar, 4 Apr. 1862, Box 3346A, Folder 3, ibid; Irvine
family Bible.
11. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 13 June 1864, Box 3346A, folder 4, ibid.
12. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 10 Sept. 1864, ibid.
13. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 28 Oct. 1864, ibid.
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Margaret Halsted Irvine is pictured here sometime after her marriage to Javan Irvine in 1856.

such universal sorrow to the hearts of the American people as the
murder of President Lincoln, and patiiotic hearts were prone to exclaim, 'who will save the Republic now?'" Irvine also noted that his
battalion was invited to join a parade in Nashville to honor the fallen
leader."*
In July, General William T. Sherman arrived at Camp Sherman, and
the Thirteenth Infantry was ordered to move to Saint Louis. Throughout the summer, Irvine and his wife corresponded about moving the
family to Saint Louis in order to spend the winter together. Irvine,
however, was soon sent to Fort Riley, Kansas, where he spent a short
time before being ordered to Keokuk, Iowa, to open a recruiting office.
Irvine's last letter of 1865 included moving instructions for Margaret
14. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine. 22 Apr. 1865. Box 3346A. Folder 5, ibid.
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The family arrived in Iowa shortly thereafter and spent several months
there before rettirning to Saint Paul.''
In the spring of 1866, Irvine, who had been promoted to captain,
'wrote to his vrife firom Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, that he would soon
be stationed with Company F, Third Battalion, Thirteenth Infantry, at
Fort Rice in northern Dakota Territory."> While traveling up the Missouri River aboard the steamer Ned Tracy between 27 April and 2 June
1866, Irvine wrote despondent letters to his wife and family, alternately encouraging them to join him at his new post and then urging
them to stay in Saint Paul. Upon reaching Fort Randall partway
through his joumey north he wrote, "This is decidedly an Indian
Country, barren, desolate and dreary. . . . Anyone who seeks this land
as a home must certainly labor under a misconception of its utter barren[n]ess and entire want of the qualities necessary to subsist mankind comfortably."'? Forts Randall and Rice had been established in
1856 and 1864, respectively, as part of a cordon of military posts intended to keep treaty and nontreaty Indians apart and open up the
new Dakota Territory to white settlers.'*
On 30 December 1866, Irvine wrote to let his wife know that Company F was being consolidated with Company G, Second Battalion,
Twenty-second Infantry, and would be relocated downriver to Fort
Thompson in mid-January. His transfer was delayed until April because of a court martial at Fort Rice, and several letters written during
this period describe weather and other conditions around Fort Rice,
various Indian scares, and the possibility of troops being sent to the
Black Hills to open up the area and provide protection for any subsequent influx of miners. Finally, on 21 April 1867, Irvine wrote that he
was leaving for Fort Thompson the next day and speculated that the
15. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 6, 21, July, 4,8, Aug., 9 Sept, 30 Oct., 5 Nov. r865. Box
3346A, Folder 5, and Margaret Irvine to Javan Irvine, 12, r6 July 1865, Box 3346B, Folder 16,
ibid.
16. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 24 Apr. 1866, Box 3346A, Folder 6, ibid.
17. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 11 May 1866, ibid.
18. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 4th ed., rev. John F. Miller (Pierre: South
Dakota State Historical Society Press, 2OO4[, pp. 68, 85.
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trip overland would take him ten days. In the same letter, he noted
that it had been a year since he left his wife in Keokuk.'?
While stationed at Fort Thompson, Irvine wrote about daily life and
Indian activities in and around the fort, noting that it primarily served
as an Indian agency and that the troops' main duty was to protect the
agents. On 26 May 1867, he mentioned a visit to the fort by Father
Pierre Jean DeSmet, who had been sent on a peace mission to the Indians. By June, Irvine was headed for the site of the new Fort Sully, located some thirty miles norih of its original site below Fort Pierre.
Leaving half of his company behind at Fort Thompson to watch over
the post, he took the rest of his men along to finish the construction of
Fort Sully. Because of the number of structures that needed to be set
up before winter set in, regular military exercises were postponed.^"
A letter from Irvine to his wife dated 20 July 1867 is the last one the
collection contains untu 1871. Anticipating the imminent arrival of
Maggie, he virote, "You have undoubtedly packed up ere this and perhaps now are on your winding way in chase of your wanderer."^' The
family would spend much of the next four years together at Fort Sully,
where the children would receive their educational instruction from a
governess. When Irvine and his men were assigned to escori an engineering party surveying for the Northern Pacific Railroad in 1871, the
correspondence resumed, with Irvine addressing his letters to his
wife at Fort Sully.^^
In 1872, Maggie and Louisa were living in Sing Sing, New York,
where Louisa was attending school. Young Javan stayed behind with
his father at Fort Sully. The name of the Riggs family appears in correspondence many times beginning in this year, as the two families
had become friends. Thomas L. Riggs, a Congregational missionary,
had established Hope Station near Fort Sully to minister to the Lakota
19. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 30 Dec. 1866, Box 3346A, Folder 6, and 12,27, 30 Jan.,
3,18, 24 Feb., 15 Mar., 21 Apr. 1867, Box 3346A, Folder 7, Irvine Papers.
20. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 4, 26, 28 May 1867, Box 3346A, Folder 7, ibid.
21. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 20 July 1867, Box 3346A, ibid.
22. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 4 Sept. 1871, Box 3346A, Folder 8, ibid. Irvine's letters
and diaries feature prominently in M. John Lubetkin's article, "Captain Javan B. Irvine and
the 1871 Eastern Yellowstone Surveying Expedition," in this issue of South Dakota History.
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Indians in 1872. Riggs, who came from a pioneering missionary family in Minnesota, married Cornelia ("Nina") Foster in that year, and
she arrived to work alongside her husband in 1873.^' When his military duties allowed, Irvine often took his son hunting on the prairie. A
solitary hunt Irvine took in December 1872 nearly turned into disaster
when an Indian shot him in the head. The injury was not as serious as
it might have been, but the captain was laid up for some time.^-t
In the summer of 1873, young Javan left Fort Sully for New York,
where he lived with his mother and sister and attended school. In addition to the correspondence Irvine addressed to Maggie from Fort Sully
in 1873-1874, he also wrote numerous letters to his son detailing his
hunting exploits.^' Of particular interest in the 1874 correspondence to
his wife are occasional references to Lieutenant Colonel George A.
Custer and his planned expedition to the Black Huls. In June, Irvine
and his company were ordered to Fori Rice as Custer was "drawing
heavily on the cavalry at Rice and it was necessary to replace them.""^
Irvine served there briefly as the commanding officer. In July 1874, he
received orders to move his company to Madison Barracks at Sackett's
Harbor, New York, and his family joined him there.^^ Irvine spent the
remaining years of his military career at various posts in Louisiana,
Pennsylvania, Texas, Minnesota, Colorado, Montana, and North Dakota. He retired in 1891, shortly after being promoted to major.
Irvine's letters over the years are filled with the names of numerous
officers vrith whom he had served, become acquainted, or become
friends. Because most of his correspondence is addressed to his wife,
23. Thomas Riggs was the son of missionaries Stephen Return Riggs and Mary Longley
Riggs. He grew up at the Lac qui Parle Mission in Minnesota, which Iinda M. Clemmons
discusses in her article, "'Leagued together'; Adapting Traditional Forms of Resistance to
Protest ABCFM Missionaries and the Treaty of 1837," in this issue. See Thomas L. Riggs,
Sunset to Sunset: A Lifetime with My Brothers, the Dakotas (Pierre: South Dakota State Historical Society Press, 1997), pp. vii-x, xviii-xxi; "Louisa Irvine Riggs," by Mrs. T. L. Riggs, 1950,
Biographical Files, State Archives Collection, SDSHS.
24. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 23 Dec. 1872, Box 3346A, Folder 9, Irvine Papers.
25. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 6 Aug. 1873, Box 3346A, Folder 10, and Javan Irvine
to Margaret Irvine, 3 Nov. 1873, Box 3346A, Folder 13, ibid.
26. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine and children, 3 June 1874, Box 334GA, Folder n, ibid.
27. Javan Irvine to Margaret Irvine, 2,12 July 1874, Box 3346A, ibid.
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he typically mentions those officers she would have met whue living
at his various stations or names she would recognize from newspaper
accounts. These names would be of particular interest to those doing
military research.
In addition to the family's correspondence, the Irvine Papers contain numerous other items. While on duty with the First Minnesota
Volunteers, Irvine assembled one scrapbook containing clippings of
newspaper stories, magazine articles, poems, and drawings. In a fashion typical of the time, Irvine pasted the articles into an account
ledger, probably the most readily available source of paper. The majority of the newspaper stories deal with patriotic topics or the Givil War,
whue the rest of the clippings are quotations, drawings, or articles that
simply caught his attention. The clippings contained in a second
scrapbook cover a larger variety of topics and date from the 1860s to
the 1890s.
Irvine also kept diaries for the periods of January through April
1867, while he was at Fort Rice and Fort Thompson, and January
through November 1871, during his time at Fort Sully. In addition, he
kept personal account books listing such things as his pay and expenses for the years 1864 through 1869 and 1871 through 1872. Although much can be gleaned from reading the correspondence, the financial account books and diaries fill in additional details about his
life and times.
Javan Irvine, Jr., also kept several diaries from 1874 through April
1876. These diaries cover the end of his father's service in Dakota Territory as well as his time at Madison Barracks in Sackett's Harbor Following his secondary education at schools in New York and Michigan,
he studied for the ministry at Lane Theological Seminary in Gincinnati, Ohio. Javan Irvine, Jr., died 10 June 1936 at Oahe, South Dakota,
at the home of his sister, Margaret Louisa Irvine Riggs. Once she had
completed her formal education in New York and Michigan, Louisa
returned to Dakota Territory in 1878 to work with Thomas Riggs as a
teacher at his mission outpost, which had become knovm as Oahe
Mission. In 1883, she left for Massachussetts to attend the New England Gonservatory of Music in Boston. She returned and on 31 March
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This page from Javan Irvine's personal account book records some of his expenses
from 1866 and 1867.
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1885 married Riggs, whose first wife Nina had died seven years earlier. Louisa spent the rest of her life at Oahe and died there on 25 August 1951.»*
Assorted photographs, personal papers, certificates, family genealogies, and Bibles make up the rest of the Javan Bradley Irvine Papers.
The collection is valuable for the variety of topics it covers: the Civil
War, military life, the trials of military family life, Indian-white relations, and Dakota Territory in the 1860s and 1870s. The importance of
its history aside, the collection is also notable for the novelty of its
handwritten letters in an age of digital technology.
28. Irvine genealogy.
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