
Little Arkansas Ranche 

The traveling public are respectfully 
informed, that the undersigned is lo-
cated on the Little Arkansas, where the 
great Santa Fe road crosses the same. 
I keep always on hand provisions, gro-
ceries and liquors.   Also are prepared 
to accommodate travelers. I have sev-
eral large corrals for penning stock. 

Also, have built a strong and substan-
tial bridge across the Little Arkansas, 
for the accommodation of the traveling 

public. W. D. Wheeler.  

Wheeler, with the help of others, may have built 
the Stone Corral that existed on the site of his 
ranch.  The original Buffalo Bill, William 
Mathewson, had a trading post here for a short 
time.  Some believe that the soldiers who occu-
pied the site in 1865 and in 1867 did the work. 
However, the number of troops was small and 
they were engaged in protection of the region 
from Indians.  There are references to the corral 
prior to 1865, when troops were first stationed 

there.  

The stone used for the construction of the Stone 
Corral was quarried from an outcropping of rock 
about one mile west of the Stone Corral location. 
The corral was described as an excellent exam-
ple of dry masonry, the walls being so perfectly 
laid and the sandstone slabs so carefully placed 
together that little or no light could be seen 
through any place.   There was a small stone 

room built into one corner of the corral.   

The walls were about eight feet high and perhaps 
thirty inches thick.  The corral was 300 to 400 
feet long east and west, or perhaps northeast to 
southwest, and about 200 feet wide.  The north 
wall had one or two openings about 10 inches up 
and down, and two feet long on the inside, taper-
ing to about 10 inches square on the outside.  A 
gateway at the southeast corner of the corral 

The Little Arkansas River is not a large stream, but it was 
not an easy river to cross when the Santa Fe Trail was first 
established in 1821.  Major Bennett Riley, in the year of 
1829, commented that the Little Arkansas was about ten 
feet wide with steep banks of fifteen feet high.  The bot-
tom of the stream was very muddy.  Major Riley's military 
detachment of dragoons shoveled down the banks to the 
river to make it passable for the wagons to cross.   Some 
early groups of travelers placed stones in the muddy river 
bottom to improve the crossing. Some of these stones are 
still there and can be seen during dry periods when the 

level of the water in the stream is very low. 

This crossing became a major overnight stop and camping 
area due to problems with making the deep crossing.  The 
crossing would be made upon arrival of a wagon train 
later in the afternoon just in case an overnight rain would 
flood the area.  When the valley was flooded, a wagon 
train may have to wait for a few days until the flooding 
subsided.  A wagon would typically be pulled by 8 to 10 
oxen or mules.  To help pull the wagons through the muddy 
river bottom, an additional team or two from other wagons 
would be hitched in front creating double and triple teams 

to pull the wagons. 

Sometime during 1858, a trading post was established 
and a bridge was believed to have started under construc-
tion.  In February of 1859, the Kansas Territorial Legisla-
ture passed an act to authorize William T. Williamson and 
others to build a bridge at the Little Arkansas crossing.  
The legislature set the toll rates as follows: wagon or vehi-
cle, 50 cents; each large animal, 10 cents, each small ani-

mal and person, 5 cents; man and horse, 10 cents.  

There is evidence of a number of fords found in the area.  
Northwest of 30th Ave bridge, just southeast of the 30th 
Ave bridge, the main ford with cut downs just south of the 

present day bridge, and ¼ mile south of the present day 

bridge. 

The earliest known somewhat permanent operator of a 
ranch at the Little Arkansas crossing was William D. 
Wheeler. The Council Grove Press mentioned Wheeler in 
its newspaper on March 16, 1861. Wheeler placed the 
following ad in the Press to run March 23, 1861 through 

July 20, 1861:  

The Quivira Chapter 
Santa Fe Trail Association 

The Little 
Arkansas Crossing 

The Litt le Arkansas Crossing 

Little Arkansas Crossing, including 

Camp Grierson, Cottonwood 

Cemetery, Stone Corral Site, and 

Swanson’s Swales 

Swanson’s Swales  
 
In Joe Swanson’s pasture is one of the best sets of 
swales found on the Santa Fe Trail.  These ruts are 
lined up at least eight wide and very deep.  This is the 
area where wagon masters would begin or end using 
double and triple teams of oxen and mules for the trip 
across the ford of the Little Arkansas which accounts 
for why the trail widened out so much there. 

Little Arkansas Ranche and 
the Stone Corral 

Getting There  
The Little Arkansas Crossing and related sites are lo-
cated 5 miles south of Windom KS.  Go 5 miles south 
of the Highway 56 & Plum St/31st Ave road junction 
and then ½ mile west on Avenue P and turn left into 
the Camp Grierson park and cemetery on the east 
side the river.  The other sites are then on west and 
north from there except Swanson’s Swales which are 
back north ½ mile on Plum St/31st Ave & west 1/3 
mile of the farm driveway where the swales are just to 
the south by the marker.  Ave P is also 15 miles north 
of 30th Street in Hutchinson, KS. 

Sources 
The Ranch at Little Arkansas Crossing by Louise Barry, 

Kansas Historical Quarterly, Autumn, 1972 (Vol. XXXVIII, 

No. 3), pages 287 to 294. 

Britt Colle, McPherson, Kansas. 

Get Involved in Trail History! 

There are many ways to learn more about the historic 

sites on the Santa Fe Trail. 

 Visit other Trail related sites 

 Visit a local museum 

 Follow the local auto tour of the Trail 

 Join the Quivira Chapter 

 Join the Santa Fe Trail Association 

 Walk in the ruts that made history! 

For more information visit the SFTA website at: 

www.santafetrail.org and our chapter Facebook page 

at: Quivira Chapter of the Santa Fe Trail Association.  
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 Corporal (James?) Douglass, Co. D, 2nd Colorado Cavalry 

 Private H. Hogan, Co. D, 13th Missouri Cavalry on June 30, 

1865 

 (Private?) G. W. Norris, Co. D, 13th Missouri Cavalry on June 

30, 1865 

 Private James Jones of the 13th Missouri Cavalry on Jan 15, 

1866 

 
A cholera epidemic also claimed eight men at Station 
Little Arkansas.  All were buried near the south end of 
the breastworks in the Cottonwood Grove Cemetery 
at Station Little Arkansas.  Fifteen or sixteen bodies 
were exhumed and moved to the Fort Leavenworth 
Cemetery in 1888 or 1889. 
 

Camp Grierson 

Peace talks and signing of peace treaties with the 
Indians occurred in the fall of 1865.  This resulted in a 
temporary cessation of hostilities and it appears 
troops were withdrawn from the Little Arkansas post 
late in 1865. This peaceful situation did not last for 
long. Military correspondence indicates that soldiers 
were again stationed at the Stone Corral site in 
1867.  At this time the camp was called Camp Grier-
son, to honor Colonel Benjamin F. Grierson of the 10th 
Cavalry.  In 1867, the camp was occupied from May 
to November by Company C of black troops of the 
10th Cavalry.  This company of some seventy troops 
constructed dugouts for protection from the Indians 
and the weather in the riverbanks of the Little Arkan-
sas.  They erected breastworks above the dugouts for 
protection, which 
are still visible as 
shown in the 

photo.  

There has been 
some misguided 
speculation that 
General George 
Custer was sta-
tioned at the 
Stone Corral but no military records have been found 
that would confirm this.  His travels are well docu-
mented.  No units of the 7th Cavalry were ever sta-
tioned there.  However, there were two separate 
troops of the 7th Cavalry that were stationed at Fort 
Larned for a short time for escort duty that may have 

and the land was cleared for cultivation.   

During the summer of 2005, a stone was found in 
a nearby foundation of a fire damaged house 
that was inscribed with the name of Andrew 
Welsch of Co. E, 13th MO Cavalry.  This unit was 

at Station Little Arkansas in 1865.  

 

 

had troopers passing and camping here on escort 
duty.  One mile east on 1st Avenue, the Fort Harker 
to Camp Beecher (in Wichita) military road coming 
from the north connected with the Santa Fe Trail 
while going east a few miles.  In 1868 & 1869, a 
troop of the 7th Cavalry was stationed at Camp 
Beecher who certainly would have traveled nearby 
and here as well as they were being supplied from 
Fort Harker.  Travel from Camp Beecher to Fort 
Zarah (near Great Bend) would have brought the 
7th Cavalry through here.  It is documented that 
Capt. Benteen, of the 7th Cavalry and Little Big 
Horn fame who also commanded Fort Harker for a 
time, had taken his troop to Camp Beecher in August 
of 1868.  Messengers soon came with news of Indian 

attacks against settlers up on the Saline River.  Cap-
tain Benteen with at least his troop traveled up the 
military road and down the Santa Fe Trail to Fort 
Zarah before turning north where he defeated the 

Indians in a well known battle on the Saline River. 

The next owner of the Stone Corral was George M. 
Sternberg, in 1867.  However, a census of Rice 
County taken in 1870 does not show him to be a 
resident of the county.  This census listed only five 

Rice County homestead resident settlers.  

The bridge over the Little Arkansas was burned prior 
to 1872 by Indians in an attempt to stop travel on 
the Santa Fe Trail.  This may have slowed travelers 

for a short time but did not stop travel on the Trail.  

Nathan A. C. Bean was the first to officially settle on 
the Stone Corral site in the 1870's. He lived in the 
corral for several months.  According to Bean, there 
was seldom a night when from eight to as high as 
thirty wagons camped within the walls of the Stone 

Corral enclosure.  

Early in the 1870's Mr. Bean began selling stone 
from the walls of the corral.  Some of this was used 
to build a school house a mile south and three quar-

ters of a mile west of the Stone Corral location. 
Known as Stone Corral School, it has not been used 
for many years but the building is still standing.  
Some of the stone was hauled to Nickerson for the 
construction of a railway roundhouse.  Early settlers 
in the area used some of the stone to line water 
wells and build foundations for the homes and farm 
buildings that were being constructed in the area. 
Within a few years nearly all the stone was gone 

allowed wagons and livestock to enter. 

William Wheeler disappeared after May 1864. 
Throughout the summer of that year Indians re-
siding on either side of the trail began raiding 
traveling caravans, killing travelers, and stealing 
livestock and other property of ranchers along 
the Santa Fe Trail.  The probability of Indian 
problems increased dramatically west of the 

Little Arkansas. 

Indian troubles continued and troops were as-
signed to the Little Arkansas and the Stone Cor-
ral area in April 1865.  It was called Station 
Little Arkansas.  Company G, Third Wisconsin 
Cavalry, were the first troops to be stationed at 
the Stone Corral.  By early May, 93 men were 
stationed at the post, most of them from the 2nd 
U. S. Volunteer Infantry.  In June 1865, the 13th 
Missouri Cavalry was present.  There were 185 
enlisted men and five officers from the 13th Mis-
souri Cavalry and the 2nd U. S. Volunteer Infan-

try.  

On June 9, 1865 a wagon train escorted by 
infantry troops westward from Station Little Ar-
kansas was attacked by 60 Indians near Jarvis 
Creek and all their mules and oxen were taken.  
In another Indian raid that same month, Indians 
had killed and scalped four men of the 13th 
Missouri Cavalry in two separate attacks.  The 
dead included three cavalrymen and a corporal 
of the 2nd Colorado Cavalry.  The Indians num-
bered about 25 or 30 and crossed the Santa Fe 
Road about seven miles east of the Little Arkan-
sas.  They killed two of the dispatch bearers and 
captured the dispatches that were being for-
warded east from Major James M. Turley at Fort 
Zarah in present-day Barton County. The Indians 
then passed down and crossed the Little Arkan-
sas about eight or ten miles below Station Little 

Arkansas in present day McPherson County 
where they found four men of Captain Shelly's 
command killing buffalo and killed two of them. 
A force was sent to intercept the Indians, if possi-

ble, before they crossed the Arkansas River. 

The men listed as killed by Indians from records 
at the National Cemetery at Fort Leavenworth 

include: 

The Marker Cottonwood 

North of the Stone Corral DAR marker is another 
bridge.  To the right along the edge of the field, 
along the northeast riverbank, and within walking 
distance was a large cottonwood tree.  The tree, 
called the "Marker Cottonwood", was on the 
approach of the main crossing at this location.  
The trail made a quarter turn around the site of 
the large cottonwood as it approached the river-
bank. This "rut" is still visible deep in the ground 
in this day and time.  The marker cottonwood 
was most impressive because of its large size.  
The tree measured 24 feet 5 inches in circumfer-
ence at the one foot level and 27 feet 8 inches 
at the five foot level.  Local lore suggests  that 
this tree was visible from quite a distance during 
the time 
the Santa 
Fe Trail 
was in use 
and was 
used as a 
guide 
point for 
the wagon 
train lead-

ers to 
guide 
them to the upper crossing.  Much of the timber 
along the Little Arkansas was used by the travel-
ers for fuel but this cottonwood was spared to be 
used as a guide post.  The drought of 2011, 
along with disease and decay caused ultimate 
death of the tree and the Marker Cottonwood 
was found collapsed on June 29, 2012. 


