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Drunk on the Black Hills Road in 1876

Army Reprisals against Doctor Reynolds, Lieutenant Taylor,

and Captain Collier

P A U L  L .  H E D R E N

In June 1876, during the course of the Black Hills gold rush and Great 
Sioux War, the United States Army moved to protect travel on the 
Cheyenne-Black Hills Road, a vital connection tying Cheyenne, on the 
Union Pacific Railroad in Wyoming Territory, with Custer City and 
Deadwood in the gold country of Dakota Territory. American Indi-
ans and road agents alike harassed travelers on that road, particularly 
along a treacherous forty-mile-wide stretch of “no-man’s land” north 
of Fort Laramie, Wyoming, where the prospectors’ route crossed an 
equally well-traveled Indian pathway known regionally as the Powder 
River Trail. That broad avenue linked the Red Cloud and Spotted Tail 
agencies on the White River in Nebraska with the buffalo country of 
the Powder River Basin. During the plagued course of this 1870s Indian 
war, the Powder River Trail also served as an avenue to the camps of 
Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull, leaders of factions then fiercely resisting 
the United States government and its army.1

 The army’s division commander, Lieutenant General Philip Henry 
Sheridan, dispatched two infantry companies to protect commerce on 
the Black Hills Road. Coming from Omaha Barracks on the Missouri 
River was Company H, Twenty-third Infantry, commanded this season 
by First Lieutenant George McMannis Taylor, and from Fort Bridger, 

This article is expanded from a paper given at the forty-sixth annual conference of the 
Western History Association, held 13 October 2006 in Saint Louis, Missouri.

 1. For a comprehensive examination of conditions in 1876 among Indians, soldiers, 
and miners in the region, see Paul L. Hedren, Fort Laramie in 1876: Chronicle of a Fron-
tier Post at War (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1988), pp. 48–71, and Thomas 
R. Buecker, Fort Robinson and the American West, 1874–1899 (Lincoln: Nebraska State 
Historical Society, 1999), pp. 43–46, 80–84.
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Wyoming Territory, Company K, Fourth Infantry, commanded by 
Captain William Snethen Collier. Taylor and Collier were ordered to 
establish summer camps north of Fort Laramie, one at the head of Sage 
Creek in the Hat Creek Breaks and the other at the mouth of Red Can-
yon, a key southwestern entry into the Black Hills, and thereby bracket 
that no-man’s land where cultures intersected and blood flowed.
 By late June 1876, both companies had established unpretentious 
little outposts that came to be known, respectively, as Camp on Sage 
Creek and Camp Mouth of Red Canyon. From these locations, troops 
set out to shield the steady stream of “Hillers” bound for or exiting the 
new El Dorado, as well as a pioneering stage company operating be-
tween Cheyenne and Deadwood and contractors stringing telegraph 
wire from Fort Laramie northward to the Black Hills. Both companies 
also responded to frequent Indian incursions in their locales. On 17 
July, Taylor’s outfit participated in a heralded skirmish at Warbonnet 
Creek, Nebraska, where, in the aftermath of the Battle of the Little Big-
horn, William F. (“Buffalo Bill”) Cody took a celebrated “first scalp for 
Custer.” Two weeks later, Collier’s company repulsed nighttime attack-
ers who besieged the Cheyenne River stage station three miles south of 
the Red Canyon camp.
 My detailed account of this critical service along the Black Hills 
Road during the headiest days of the gold rush and Great Sioux War 
appeared in the Spring 2007 issue of South Dakota History.2 Intention-
ally unaddressed in that essay were several matters relating to key men 
who served at those two outposts, their conduct there, and the army’s 
subsequent punitive actions toward both. The essay reported simply 
that the Sage Creek lieutenant was “dismissed” from the army in 1877, 
less than one year after departing the Black Hills Road post, and that 
Red Canyon’s captain was “wholly retired” in 1880, barely three years 
after departing that duty. In addition, Red Canyon’s doctor, Richard 
Mayger Reynolds, was summarily dismissed from his station after a 
bout with delirium tremens, his contract annulled. Reynolds’s case was 

 2. Paul L. Hedren, “Garrisoning the Black Hills Road: The United States Army’s 
Camps on Sage Creek and Mouth of Red Canyon, 1876–1877,” South Dakota History 37 
(Spring 2007): 1–45.
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 3. Brown to Commanding Officer, Fort Laramie, 11 Jan. 1877, General Records, Post of 
Red Canyon, Wyo. (375), Records of the United States Army Continental Commands, 
1821–1920, Record Group (RG) 393, National Archives and Records Administration, 
Washington, D.C. (NARA-DC), copy at Fort Laramie National Historic Site, Fort 
Laramie, Wyo.; Robley Dunglison, A Dictionary of Medical Science (Philadelphia: Lea & 
Blanchard, 1846), p. 235.
 4. Brown to Reynolds, 16 June 1876, General Records, Post of Red Canyon.

transparent, but why the sudden exits of the other two? What more 
might be told? Taylor and Collier had careers that were terminated 
abruptly and well ahead of conventional army retirements. Fortunate-
ly (or not, perhaps), personnel records in the National Archives held 
answers and revealed regretful stories tying directly to the legacy of 
alcoholism in the Old Army.
 This window on military life opened with a frantic report dis-
patched on 11 January 1877 by First Lieutenant Rufus Porter Brown, 
temporarily commanding the Red Canyon camp while Captain Collier 
was absent on sick leave, to Major Andrew Wallace Evans, command-
ing officer at Fort Laramie and administrative overseer of the outposts. 
Brown’s report announced that the doctor at Red Canyon, Acting As-
sistant Surgeon R. M. Reynolds, was suffering delirium tremens and 
that his recovery seemed doubtful. Medical dictionaries of the day 
describe delirium tremens as a fitful state of agitation and shaking, of-
ten compounded by terrifying hallucinations, all common to alcohol-
dependent patients and brought on by alcohol withdrawal. Treatment 
with stimulants, along with large doses of opiates to induce rest, was 
considered indispensable. Absent prompt medical attention, death 
could occur.3

 In hindsight, Reynolds’s underlying condition is foreshadowed in an 
internal communication between Brown and the doctor that appears 
in the order book for Red Canyon, preserved today in the National 
Archives in Washington, D.C. As the soldiers bound for Red Canyon 
neared their destination in mid-June, Brown wrote Reynolds, “I am 
directed by the commanding officer to take charge for the use of the 
troops and for safe keeping all the alcoholic, spirituous and vinous li-
quors in your charge.”4 Only two weeks earlier, Reynolds had been fur-
nished with a three-month supply of medical stores, including quanti-
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 5. Fort Laramie Medical History, 2 June 1876, RG 393, NARA-DC, copy at Fort Lara-
mie National Historic Site.
 6. Endorsement on retained copy of contract of Acting Assistant Surgeon R. M. Rey-
nolds, 31 Jan. 1877, General Records, Post of Red Canyon.
 7. A. W. Evans to Assistant Adjutant General, Department of the Platte, 6 Feb. 1877, 
R. M. Reynolds Medical Officers and Physicians File, Entry 561, Records of the Adjutant 
General’s Office, 1780s–1917, RG 94, NARA-DC (hereafter cited Reynolds MOP File).

ties of alcohol. Had the matter ended there, Brown’s relatively benign 
note would have had little or no meaning.5

 Major Evans hastily dispatched the doctor from Sage Creek to tend 
Red Canyon’s ailing physician, who, over the course of several days, 
was nursed to recovery. Evans also communicated with the Headquar-
ters of the Department of the Platte in Omaha, Nebraska, which took 
no pity on Doctor Reynolds and ordered the immediate annulment 
of his contract. With a palpable reluctance, borne perhaps from a ca-
maraderie that stemmed from six months’ duty together at the same 
small outpost, Lieutenant Brown effected Reynolds’s humiliating an-
nulment. In fact, the officer actually retrieved the doctor’s copy of the 
contract, scrawling across its face, “This contract is annulled, this day, 
for drunkenness, in compliance with special orders No. 6, Par[agraph] 
3, dated Headquarters Department of the Platte, Omaha, Nebraska, 
January 13, 1877.”6 On 31 January, Reynolds invoiced the medical and 
hospital property in his charge to the doctor relieving him, provided 
a forwarding address in care of a relative in Louisville, Kentucky, and 
seemingly slipped into history.7

 Alone, the case of R. M. Reynolds might be dismissed as an example 
of one individual’s unfortunate intemperance. As the stories of Camp 
on Sage Creek and Camp Mouth of Red Canyon continued to unfold, 
however, two other individuals even more prominently placed at these 
outposts were exposed, adding to an increasingly melancholy tale of 
army drunkenness on the Black Hills Road.
 In mid-December 1876, Company H, Twenty-third Infantry, trans-
ferred from Camp on Sage Creek to Fort Gibson, Indian Territory, as 
part of a general redeployment of troops during the prolonged course 
of the Great Sioux War. While a brief notice in Francis Heitman’s His-
torical Register and Dictionary of the United States Army closed out the 
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This unpretentious military camp on Sage Creek, Wyoming, nestled in the Hat Creek 
Breaks midway between Fort Laramie and the Black Hills, was founded in June 1876 
by First Lieutenant George McMannis Taylor and Company H, Twenty-third Infantry. 
Charges of drunkenness at this isolated station during Taylor’s time there led to his 
dismissal from the army in 1877 and dogged him for the remainder of his life. Frontier 
photographer D. S. Mitchell recorded the scene.

story of Lieutenant George M. Taylor’s faithful, even eventful duty at 
Sage Creek, it also brought pause. For reasons not explained, the lieu-
tenant was noted as having been dismissed from military service on 25 
April 1877, just months after departing his Black Hills Road station.8

 An examination of Taylor’s official Appointments, Commissions, 
and Personal File in the National Archives uncovered the proceedings 
of a general court-martial held at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, in Feb-
ruary 1877, relating another mournful tale. Taylor had been arraigned 
on two charges, “drunkenness on duty” and “conduct unbecoming an 

 8. Francis B. Heitman, Historical Register and Dictionary of the United States Army 
(1903; reprint ed., Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1965), 1:946.
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 9. Proceedings, General Court Martial, 19 Mar. 1877, George McMannis Taylor Ap-
pointments, Commissions, Personal File, RG 94, NARA-DC (hereafter cited Taylor 
ACP File).

officer and a gentleman,” each charge based on four specific incidents. 
He pled “not guilty” to both charges. As to the first, being found drunk 
on duty as post commander, with three of the four “specifications” oc-
curring at Camp on Sage Creek, Taylor was found not guilty. Army 
officials introduced the testimony of a single witness, an individual 
who was, in the words of the court, an “indefinite character.” Other 
unnamed witnesses had been summoned but did not appear, and with-
out additional testimony, the Sage Creek specifications could not be 
proven. In regard to the fourth specification, drunkenness on duty at 
Fort Gibson on 10 January 1877, again while Taylor served as post com-
mander, testimony conflicted. Three witnesses asserted that Taylor 
was sober and able to transact business, contradicting the testimony 
of Taylor’s own commanding officer, Captain Richard Isaac Eskridge, 
who had brought the charges to begin with. As to the fourth specifica-
tion, proof failed to convince “beyond a reasonable doubt,” and Taylor 
was wholly acquitted of the first charge.9

 The second charge, conduct unbecoming an officer and a gentle-
man, exposed another dimension of Taylor’s story and the underlying 
reasoning for Eskridge’s action. On 4 December 1875, at Omaha Bar-
racks, Taylor had pledged to Eskridge and his regimental commander 
that he would abstain from the use of all intoxicating drink for a pe-
riod of five years, except in the case of illness and when prescribed by 
a physician, in exchange for the withdrawal of certain charges then 
pending against him. Chronic drinking evidently plagued Taylor in 
Nebraska, and the pledge was put into evidence at his court-martial, 
presided over by Colonel Jefferson C. Davis, regimental commander of 
the Twenty-third Infantry. As with the three instances of drunkenness 
on duty at Sage Creek, which could not be proven without reliable wit-
nesses, Taylor was acquitted of three of the four specifications to the 
charge of conduct unbecoming an officer and a gentleman. Eskridge, 
however, was an unimpeachable witness to Taylor having consumed 
whiskey at Fort Gibson on 9 January 1877 without a physician’s pre-
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 10. Ibid. Article 61 stipulated that any officer convicted of conduct “unbecoming an 
officer and a gentleman shall be dismissed from the service” (Thomas Wilhelm, A Mili-
tary Dictionary and Gazetteer [Philadelphia: L. R. Hamersly & Co., 1881], p. 652).
 11. Heitman, Historical Register, p. 317.
 12. Special Orders No. 41, Headquarters of the Army, 21 Feb. 1880, Proceedings of the 
Retiring Board, William S. Collier Appointments, Commissions, Personal File, RG 94, 
NARA-DC (hereafter cited as Collier ACP File).

scription, a blatant violation of the pledge. The court found the lieu-
tenant guilty of the fourth specification, and thus guilty of the charge 
itself, and sentenced him “to be dismissed [from] the service” in con-
formance with Article 61 of the Articles of War, the code governing 
military conduct.10 The punishment was duly meted and Taylor, like 
Reynolds, seemingly slipped into history.
 The case of thirty-six-year-old Captain William Collier, Fourth In-
fantry, founder of Camp Mouth of Red Canyon, proved the most per-
plexing of all. Of Collier, a veteran of the Battle of Gettysburg and oth-
er horrendous Civil War engagements and the recipient of brevets for 
gallant and meritorious service in those battles, Heitman’s Historical 
Register noted simply that he was “wholly retired 27 April 1880.”11 What 
did “wholly retired” really mean, and why would Collier retire from 
the army at the age of forty? As with Taylor, answers lay in Collier’s Ap-
pointments, Commissions, and Personal file in the National Archives. 
That sheaf of papers, even more than in the case of Taylor, revealed a 
story of long and faithful service peppered with too many incidents 
of documented intemperance that led ultimately to the army’s loss of 
confidence in the officer.
 Prompted by questionable conduct at Fort Laramie in the months 
preceding his dismissal, Collier was ordered before a Retiring Board 
convened at Fort Leavenworth on 5 April 1880, where he and witnesses 
debated his fitness for duty.12 Officers like Colonel Albert Brackett, 
Third Cavalry, then Collier’s commanding officer at Fort Laramie; First 
Lieutenant Rufus Brown, Collier’s second in command of Company 
K, Fourth Infantry; and Second Lieutenant Lewis Merriam, Company 
K’s junior officer, offered kind but careful words on his behalf. When 
pressed on the issue of temperance and whether Collier’s was increas-
ing or diminishing over time, however, the responses were damning. 
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 13. Testimony, 5 Apr. 1880, Proceedings of the Retiring Board, ibid.

Brown’s testimony was typical. To the question of whether Collier’s in-
capacity was mental or physical, Brown replied, “I think often physical, 
and it is a very usual occurrence for a large part of the day that he could 
not perform any duty thoroughly that he might be called on to do, be-
cause he is so much in the habit of drinking.” Merriam’s response was 
equally severe: “I have seen him many times so much under the influ-
ence of liquor as not to be able to perform the duties he might be called 
on to perform as an officer. I have known him to be both mentally weak 
and unsteady in walking.” Similar testimony followed from four army 
doctors, two having served recently with Collier at Fort Laramie and 
two summoned specifically by the Retiring Board. The doctors also 
noted that Collier suffered epileptic convulsions, attributable to his 
intemperance, and constitutional syphilis, which weakened him physi-
cally.13

The Military Department of the Missouri Headquarters located at Fort Leavenworth, 
Kansas, occupied these former dragoon barracks in the 1870s and 1880s and provided 
the setting for Lieutenant Taylor’s court-martial and Captain Collier’s retirement board 
proceedings. 
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 14. Collier to Carter, 5 May 1877, 25 Jan. 1878, William S. Collier Papers, author’s col-
lection.
 15. Circular, Adjutant General’s Office, 26 Oct. 1868, Proceedings of the Retiring 
Board, Collier ACP File.
 16. Testimony, 5 Apr. 1880, ibid.

 Other documents have surfaced that add to our understanding of 
Captain Collier’s pitiable circumstance. Among the business papers 
of Judge William Carter, long the post trader at Fort Bridger, Wyo-
ming, are letters and documents from Collier. Captain Collier had a 
distinguished, clean handwriting, plainly evident in some of the papers 
from this collection and in the much larger array of Red Canyon and 
Fort Laramie papers at the National Archives and Fort Laramie Na-
tional Historic Site. Collier had gone to Camp Mouth of Red Canyon 
from Fort Bridger and returned to Bridger when Red Canyon closed. 
On 5 May 1877, Collier wrote Carter from Red Canyon, transmitting a 
remittance on account and promising more. Collier’s penmanship in 
that letter is firm and distinctive, but a note scrawled to Carter at Fort 
Bridger on 25 January 1878 tells another story. Written in a visibly shaky 
hand, it reads, “Please let the bearer have one gallon of whiskey for cash 
– oblige, Yours W. S. Collier.” A similar note penciled eleven days later 
asks, “Mr. Carter Please let the bearer have one pint of whiskey & one 
quart of sherry W.S.C.”14

 In Collier’s case, the Retiring Board was obliged to consider a circu-
lar from the Adjutant General’s Office dating from October 1868. That 
document stipulated that when “ample testimony establishes the fact 
that an officer has, through vicious indulgences, slighted or neglected 
his ordinary duties to such a degree as to make it evidently unsafe to 
intrust him with a command or responsibility that rightfully belongs 
to his grade, and when it is shown that such habits have continued for 
such length of time as to make a reformation improbable, this fact, rath-
er than the present condition of the officer when he appears before the 
Board, should weigh in the verdict as to his incapacity for active duty.”15

 The board deliberated and found Collier “permanently incapaci-
tated for active service by reason of the excessive use of alcoholic stim-
ulants, and constitutional syphilis; and that such incapacity is not an 
incident of the service.”16 General William Tecumseh Sherman, com-



Captain William S. Collier’s precarious physical condition is evident in these docu-
ments. The Red Canyon letter to Judge William Carter, post trader at Fort Bridger, 
dated 5 May 1877, is written in a firm, clear hand, while the purposeful note penned in 
1878 exhibits the effects of chronic alcoholism. 



W I N T E R  2 0 1 1   |   B L A C K  H I L L S  R O A D   |   4 4 7

mander of the army, reviewed the case. On 16 April, Sherman recom-
mended to the secretary of war that Collier be “wholly retired,” an ac-
tion that President Rutherford B. Hayes ordered four days later.17

 To be wholly retired was the most severe reprisal levied in such cas-
es and could occur only by action of the president. Army regulations 
allowed Collier one year’s severance pay and allowances but then had 
his name stricken from the Army Register, the official listing of United 
States Army officers. Captain William  Collier— Gettysburg veteran, 
founder of the Red Canyon outpost, Indian  fighter— henceforth had 
no entitlements and no military standing whatsoever. In the view of 
the United States Army, Collier no longer existed. The captain pro-
vided a forwarding address in care of his elder brother, Judge F. H. Col-
lier, Sharpsburg, Pennsylvania, and, like Reynolds and Taylor, quietly 
disappeared.18

Even though Captain William Collier was erased from the Army Register following 
his dismissal, his name lives on through the historical marker noting the site of Camp 
Mouth of Red Canyon, also known as Camp Collier.

 17. W. T. Sherman to Secretary of War, 16 Apr. 1880, and R. B. Hayes, handwritten note, 
20 Apr. 1880, both ibid.
 18. Special Orders No. 90, Headquarters of the Army, 23 Apr. 1880, ibid.
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 19. Michael L. Tate, The Frontier Army in the Settlement of the West (Norman: Univer-
sity of Oklahoma Press, 1999), p. 127; Douglas C. McChristian, Fort Laramie: Military 
Bastion of the High Plains (Norman, Okla.: Arthur H. Clark, 2008), pp. 297, 374.
 20. Quoted in Kevin Adams, Class and Race in the Frontier Army: Military Life in the 
West, 1870–1890 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2009), p. 70.

 Throughout the nineteenth century, excessive consumption of al-
cohol and its related consequences were one of the persistent ills chal-
lenging the United States Army. Long gone were the days when sol-
diers received measures of rum, whiskey, or brandy as part of a daily 
ration, the alcohol allotment having been abolished in 1838. Even so, 
alcohol was never eliminated from the soldier’s way of life, for it in-
variably offered a measure of escape from the isolation and ceaseless 
hardship endured by commissioned and enlisted men alike. In Col-
lier’s, Taylor’s, and Reynolds’s time, alcohol was readily available from 
the post traders operating at all military posts. It was usually dispensed 
with some caution and under the scrutinizing eye of the post com-
mander, but caution had no place in the all-in-one taverns, gambling 
dens, and houses of prostitution that dotted the far margins of nearly 
every western military reservation. Fort Laramie’s whiskey ranches, 
euphemistically called “hog ranches,” well illustrate the point. Just be-
yond Laramie’s reservation, roadhouses bearing such innocuous names 
as Cuny’s and Ecoffey’s, Six Mile, Wright’s, and the Coon Dive oper-
ated out of the post commander’s reach, freely dispensing alcohol and 
vice and endlessly challenging army authority and discipline.19

 Statistics documenting these problems are nearly nonexistent for 
the era, but anecdotal evidence is rife. In a letter to his wife, Captain 
Albert Barnitz of the Seventh Cavalry commented, “Almost all the old 
officers drink a great deal,” and “a man is not regarded as sociable who 
does not have something for his friends to drink.”20 During the Great 
Sioux War, layovers at the staging and consolidating posts allowed op-
portunities to drink at the local sutler stores. On the trail, Major Mar-
cus A. Reno drank before and during the Battle of the Little Bighorn. 
Spirits were readily available from sutlers operating on the steamboats 
that plied the Yellowstone River in support of Brigadier General Al-
fred H. Terry’s command. Doctor Holmes O. Paulding, marching with 
Colonel John Gibbon, recorded his column’s repeated bouts with beer 
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 21. Ibid., pp. 70–71.
 22. Ibid., p. 116.
 23. Army and Navy Journal, 24 Nov. 1877, quoted in Jack D. Foner, The United States 
Soldier between Two Wars: Army Life and Reforms, 1865–1898 (New York: Humanities 
Press, 1970), p. 67.
 24. Fort Custer Post Return, Mar. 1883, Returns from U.S. Military Posts, 1800–1916, 
RG 94, National Archives Microfilm Publication M617, roll 277; Don Rickey, Jr., Forty 
Miles a Day on Beans and Hay: The Enlisted Soldier Fighting the Indian Wars (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1963), p. 160.

and rum. He also concluded that the suicide of Captain Lewis Thomp-
son, Second Cavalry, on the Yellowstone River in July 1876 occurred 
during a fit of nervous prostration induced by a lack of alcohol, one of 
the manifest signs of delirium tremens.21

 Although some officers forgave soldier sprees, and senior officers 
often turned a blind eye to the breaches of their juniors, compromises 
to discipline usually brought punishment. Inconsistent applications of 
justice, however, produced a steady flow of criticism. While enlisted 
men might be punished for even slight intoxication, officers were cus-
tomarily permitted to go on sick report without being charged with 
any offense whatsoever.22 Reported the Army and Navy Journal in 1877, 
“All the courts-martial, guardhouses, stocks and balls and chains in the 
world will not convince Private Brown that he ought to be punished 
for drunkenness when he sees Major Boosey and Captain Fuddleston 
going to their quarters at night from the post trader’s store, arm in arm, 
and endeavoring to walk straight.”23

 Enlisted men were naturally influenced by the examples officers set 
for them, and when a commissioned superior was known to be a hope-
less drunk, his men may have been inclined to emulate him. The army 
seized opportunities to serve object lessons to the rank and file, as in 
the public handling of the death in delirium tremens of First Lieuten-
ant John H. Coale, Company F, Second Cavalry, at Fort Custer, Mon-
tana, on 27 March 1883, a matter openly reported in the Army and Navy 
Journal,24 and, evidently, as in the cases of Doctor Reynolds, Lieuten-
ant Taylor, and Captain Collier. All of the men had access to alcohol at 
their varied posts and, on the Black Hills Road in 1876, from the civil-
ian way stations located adjacent to their respective camps. The stage 
station at Sage Creek was particularly notorious in this regard, in one 
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 25. James E. Smith, A Famous Battery and Its Campaigns, 1861–’64, and Early Days in the 
Black Hills (Washington, D.C.: W. H. Lowdermilk & Co., 1892), p. 225.
 26. Mary C. Gillett, The Army Medical Department, 1865–1917 (Washington, D.C.: 
United States Army Center for Military History, 1995), p. 82, cites an incident that oc-
curred, ironically, at Mount Vernon Barracks, one of Reynolds’s stations from 1867 to 
1874. See also Tate, Frontier Army, p. 185.
 27. Reynolds MOP File; Paul L. Hedren, “The Sioux War Adventures of Dr. Charles V. 
Petteys, Acting Assistant Surgeon,” Journal of the West 32 (Apr. 1993): 31, 34–35.

instance alone providing twenty half pints of whiskey to a passing civil-
ian train and, later, featuring an on-site brewery.25

 One could question why alcohol was such an affliction to these 
three Black Hills Road veterans, two of whom were well educated: 
Doctor Reynolds, in medicine, and Captain Collier, who studied law 
before the Civil War. Their respective personnel files provide no specif-
ics, but certain generalizations may well apply. Reynolds may have suc-
cumbed to the easy access to medicinal alcohol at his varied stations. If 
such was the case, his dismissal was certainly not the first in the army 
for such an indulgence.26 Reynolds’s file contains papers documenting 
his attempts to secure a position in the army’s commissioned ranks, 
but filling one of the infrequent vacancies in the medical department 
depended upon passing a rigorous written examination that covered 
every dimension of the medical profession, as well as such subjects 
as Latin, Greek, French, and German; arithmetic, algebra, geometry, 
trigonometry, and calculus; and geography, history, literature, mineral-
ogy, botany, and natural physics. Passing the examination without a 
well-rounded medical and classical education was virtually impossible. 
Reynolds’s reputation seems to have preceded him, and he was never 
invited to take the examination. Moreover, despite their evident pro-
ficiencies in medicine, contract doctors stood least among the army’s 
medical professionals.27 Did Reynolds’s inability to attain permanency 
in the medical ranks and his unequal standing among peers play a role 
in his intemperance? It is impossible to know.
 What of Taylor and Collier? Neither had graduated from West 
Point, and yet both had gained commissions. Both were combat-ex-
perienced Civil War veterans. Both had survived the cleansing of the 
officer corps that occurred in the late 1860s when the standing army 
was, in America’s unshakable postwar tradition, dramatically down-
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sized. Both were accruing years of continuous service, nearly eleven for 
Taylor and twenty for Collier. If either man aspired to promotion with 
any more haste than the army’s rigid seniority system allowed, he was 
delusional. One could not be a ten- or twenty-year veteran and not ful-
ly comprehend that reality, which affected every officer. If Taylor and 
Collier aspired to professional development that might round them 
out as learned officers, again, they were trapped in an institution that 
offered little of the sort until the 1880s, and even then the perquisite 
typically benefited only junior officers. To suggest that these men ran-
kled at the congressional parsimony under which the army suffered, or 
at the condition of their quarters, or at any dimension of their personal 
lives, such as being unmarried, as evidently was the case with both Tay-
lor and Collier, is to imply that they may not have had the emotional or 
physical stamina or mental acuity to withstand the rigors imposed on 
officers of the late-nineteenth-century Regular Army.
 Often it is reported, as well, that frontier assignments imposed a sti-
fling social and intellectual isolation on officers generally, and perhaps 
that condition contributed to the emotional vulnerabilities of these 
three men. Prevailing scholarship well dispels that premise, however, 
and the scenario seems unlikely for Reynolds, Taylor, and Collier, each 
of whom availed himself of leaves of absence, endured contract breaks, 
and served at posts along the Union Pacific Railroad or in Omaha, all of 
which offered opportunities for socialization and renewal.28

 One can only conclude that Reynolds, Taylor, and Collier suc-
cumbed to inner forces beyond their control and not to their environ-
ments or the institutional constraints of the Old Army. For a while, 
each straddled that fine line between the army’s tolerance of alcohol 
and its intolerance of flagrant neglect of duties and compromises to 
personal and military honor. For these men, their own broken prom-
ises, highly visible and demanding positions, and respective inabilities 
to impose self-control became their undoing. This unfortunate com-
bination of circumstances led to humiliating endings to steady, even 
noteworthy, army careers.
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 Their abrupt departures from the United States Army, however, did 
not spell the last for Taylor, Collier, or Reynolds, all of whom have his-
tories of sorts beyond their dismissals. Of the three, George McMannis 
Taylor’s post-army story is the haziest. Through political connections 
in his hometown of Wilmington, Ohio, he repeatedly sought reviews 
of his dismissal, calling attention in each instance to his faithful and 
dependable service in the Civil War, where he marched with Sherman 
on Atlanta and to the sea; in the West fighting Indians in Idaho and 
Arizona; and to the fact that a similar dismissal had been reversed upon 
review and the officer reinstated. In Taylor’s case, the army was un-
moved. In 1893, for yet a fourth time, he sought a review of his case but 
was again ignored. The 1880 Federal Census recorded Taylor as living 
in Wilbarger, Texas, unmarried, and a restaurateur of sorts. The date-
line on his 1893 letter of appeal disclosed a residence in Chillicothe, 
Texas, a small hamlet near Wilbarger. No reliable information is avail-
able on Taylor after that time. He seems never to have applied for a 
pension earned for Civil War service.29

 After departing the army, Fourth Infantry captain William S. Col-
lier relocated to Sharpsburg, Pennsylvania, a small community outside 
Pittsburgh where his brother, then a prominent judge and later a Penn-
sylvania Supreme Court justice, lived and where that city’s directories 
in the mid-1880s noted his employment as a clerk. In September 1882, 
Collier requested of the president that his name be restored to the Re-
tired List of the Army, and he submitted a twelve-page printed testi-
monial bearing sympathetic endorsements from attending physicians, 
army colleagues, and friends. The president was unmoved. Sometime, 
likely in 1887, Collier relocated to Washington, D.C., where he found 
employment as a clerk with the Bureau of Labor. In 1887, he applied 
for an Invalid Pension derived from Civil War service (any other pen-
sion entitlement derived from service as a career officer in the Regu-
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lar Army having been stricken by his form of discharge), forwarding a 
sheaf of papers that documented a knife wound received in the right 
hand while aboard the United States transport Knickerbocker during 
the Peninsula Campaign in 1862 and other service-related maladies, in-
cluding chronic rheumatism. The army’s Board of Examining Surgeons 
rejected Collier’s claim for disability on account of rheumatism but did 
grant a $4.25 monthly stipend in compensation for the knife wound. 
As an army captain in 1880, he had earned $60 per month (privates 
in the army then earned $13 per month). Collier died in Washington, 
D.C., on 15 June 1889 of peritonitis. He was active in the Grand Army of 
the Republic, and his local chapter shipped his remains to Pittsburgh, 
where he was buried 18 June in the Collier family plot in Allegheny 
Cemetery.30

Captain William S. Collier was buried 18 June 1889 in the family plot at Allegheny Cem-
etery, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 
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 Of the three principals in this story, Doctor R. M. Reynolds seem-
ingly rebounded from his travails the least scarred, returning in time 
to positions of prominence, a reflection of his background in medi-
cine. Available sources say nothing of his manner of dealing with issues 
related to alcohol abuse, and as relates to his army service, Reynolds 
was probably unaware of the War Department’s summary judgment 
of him and of critical statements buried in his Medical Officers and 
Physicians File. There, scattered amongst the conventional documents 
to be found in an army personnel file of the era, one reads of his hav-
ing graduated from the Pennsylvania Medical College in the spring of 
1861 and of his near-continuous service as an acting assistant surgeon 
with the army from 1864 onward, including at Mount Vernon Barracks, 
Alabama, from 1867 to 1874 and subsequent postings in the Depart-
ment of the Platte at Camps Douglas and Robinson, Forts D. A. Russell, 
Laramie, and Sanders, and Camp Mouth of Red Canyon. There one 
reads, too, an internal communication from the surgeon general’s of-
fice reporting in damning terms, “It is not desirable that he should be 
employed again, as his habits are regarded by the officers with whom 
he has recently served as not good or reliable. Name placed upon the 
‘Black List.’ ” The United States Army, of course, never employed Reyn-
olds again.31

 The doctor recovered his career by escaping to the western plains of 
Kansas, where in 1878 he was practicing medicine in Corning, a small 
burg in Rooks County north of Hays. The 1880 Federal Census noted 
Reynolds’s marital status as that of a widower. In 1888, he remarried 
and with his wife Dora, a woman twenty-eight years his junior, fathered 
four children. The family relocated to the small town of Gypsum, Kan-
sas, near Salina, in 1897, where Reynolds, for reasons not evident, aban-
doned medicine and engaged in a successful mercantile and grocery 
business until his passing at the age of seventy on 25 April 1911. In a 
long and florid obituary, the town’s newspaper, the Gypsum Advocate, 
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Wife Dora died 17 December 1945 and was buried alongside R. M., as is a daughter who 
died in 1971.

The grave of R. M. Reynolds in the Gypsum, Kansas, cemetery, gives evidence of a long 
life within his community as well as service to the United States Army. 

showered Reynolds with effusive praise, noting that he had once been 
a physician and characterizing him as “one of Gypsum’s most honor-
able and respected citizens,” an individual “ever ready with a helping 
hand or financial support for any undertaking for the betterment of 
the town and community.”32 Businesses closed for his funeral, as did 
Gypsum High School. Today, ironically, Reynolds’s grave is marked 
with a conventional military headstone noting his service as an acting 
assistant surgeon.33 The stigma of alcoholism and his travails in Dakota 
Territory long ago lie buried with him. One strongly senses that he had 
emerged as an upright, honorable man. One can imagine the same for 
Taylor and Collier.
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