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GHOST TOWNS OF THE CHOCTAW NATION 

By W. B. Morrison 

It is a rather peculiar development of Oklahoma 
history that very few of its early towns and villages 
have suryived to be places of any importance in later 
days. Our cities of today owe their greatness prim-
arily to the railroads, even though many other elements 
may have contributed to their growth. 

For one reason or another the early railroads 
through Oklahoma missed the older centers of commerce 
and culture, leaving them to dwindle and die. Their 
population, generally sparse enough at best, gradually 
moved to the new towns that sprang up like weeds along 
the railroad. Thus liuskogee soon overshadowed Fort 
Gibson, Boggy Depot - gave way before Atoka, and Skully-
ville was replaced by Spiro. There are many others 
that have likewise perished from the earth — Hatsboro, 
Perryville, Doaksville, to name only a few of them. 



Once they teemed with life, had their stores, churches, 
government houses, schools, besides the homes of their 
citizens. 

Today nearly all of them are as desolate as the 
site of ancient Nineveh, and in some cases the very 
location unknown to many people now living within a 
few miles of them. We may take up several of them in 
a later paper but the ghost town for our consideration 
just now is not one of those named above, but one equally 
important— Ghahta Tamaha, the Choctaws called it, 
known to most people as Armstrong academy. 

In 1844 the Choctsws decided to found a school 
for boys in the western portion of Pushmataha district. 
A site was selected at a point about miles north-
east of the present town of Bokchito, in Bryan county. 
There was plenty of wood available and a fine spring 
of water, items that always played a part in the 
selection of sites in the early days. A little 
stream flowed through the grounds, with sufficient 
volume of water to operate a grist mill at least 
during a good portion of the year. 

The first school building and dormitories 
were constructed of logs, as might be expected. Maj. 
William Armstrong was federal agent for the Choctaws 



at that time, a great friend of the Indians and much 
beloved by them. In his honor the new school received 
its name. 

Following the usual custom at that time, the 
operation of the academy was placed in the hands of 
a group of missionaries from the east. The Mainte-
nance of the school was undertaken by the Baptist 

Indian mission society of Louisville Ey., which sent 
Rev. Ramsey D. potts to assume the duties of superin-
tendent. Mr. Potts had been a government agent 
among the Choctaws in Mississippi. Though at first 
not even a professing Christian, he united with the 
Baptist church, married a missionary and applied for 
ordination to the ministry. He and his devoted wife 
came over to Oklahoma with the removal in the early 
thirties and opened a mission station west of Fort 
Towson near the mouth of the Kiamichi. It was from 
this work that Mr. Potts was called in 1844 to head 
Armstrong academy. 

R. D. Potts continued in charge of the academy 
until 1855, when because of failing health he was 
compelled to give up the work and go north. Mean-
while, quite a settlement grew up around the school. 
In the year 1847 in the buildings of the academy Mr. 



Fotts organized the first Baptist church in this region. 
In honor of Mr. Potts it was named the "Ramsey Baptist 
church." A few years later the members of this church 
erected a building of their own near the academy. After 
Mr. PottsTs departure the name was changed to the 
Philadelphia church, under ?/hich name the organization 
has survived to the present day. The last home of this 
organization, probably the oldest active Baptist church 
in the state, stands near highway 70 just west of the 
bridge across Blue river. The first Baptist associa-
tion in this region, formed in 1858 was called the 
Ramsey association. 

Mr. Potts was succeeded by Rev. A. G. Moffatt, 
but he retained control of the school only a short 
time, and in December, 1855, the operation of the 
academy was transferred to the Cumberland Presbyterians, 
under Rev. W. R. Baker, superintendent. Mr. Moffatt 
seems to have continued his work as pastor of Philadelphia 
church and other mission enterprises for the 
Baptists in the community, however, but in 1858 was 
relieved by Rev. R. J. Hogue, who was for many years 
pastor of Philadelphia Baptist church. Four of Mr. 
HogueTs children are buried in a vault in the cemetery 
of Armstrong academy. He spent the remainder of a 



long life in this region, dying at Atoka in 1906, 
Superintendent Baker greatly improved the 

academy by the erection of a large brick building. 
Appropriation of funds for this purpose was made by 
the nation, and the work of erection supervised by 
Mr, Baker, This building, later farther enlarged by 
the addition of a two-story ell, was one of the largest 
and most imposing structures of its kind in the entire 
territory for many years. Apparently the school had 
entered upon a period of great success, but soon came 
the blight of civil war. The academy ceased operating 
as a school, not to resume for a period of more than 
20 years. 

The academy community, now called "Chahta 
Tamaha" or "Choctaw Town," came to be one of the most 
important in the entire southern pert of the territory 
in these days of the great struggle. 

In 1863 the capital of the Choctaw Nation was 
moved from Doaksville to Chahta Tamaha, and portions 
of the brick structure uere set aside for its use. 
The same year the county seat of Blue county was 
removed here also, and a large log building assigned 
for the meetings of the county, circuit and probate 
courts. The national capital remained at Chahta Tamaha 



until 1883 when it was taken back to Tuskahoma after 
the completion of the capitol building there during 
the administration of Chief Jackson McCurtain. 

During the last days of the Civil war, the 
Choctaw nation was the only one that retained its full 
tribal organization and undivided allegiance to the 
South, So it may be said that Chahta Tamaha was the 
Confederate capital in the territory, 

Chahta Tamaha continued to be the Choctaw 
capital and a place of great importance in the nation 
during the dreary years of reconstruction. It was 
quite accessible for that day, as the well-traveled 
road from Boggy Depot to the east passed near it, and 
another running from Red river north also touched the 
town. 

Many prominent Choctaw families lived in or 
near the community, among them the Gardners, Impsons, 
Hamptons and Folsoms. For a number of ye a rs during 
this period Greenwood gardner was custodian of the 
capitol and lived in the building. W. S. Gardner, 
his son, a well-known citizen of Durant and election 
commissioner for Bryan county, was born here, During 
all this time there was no school in the community 
except the usual Choctaw district, or day school. 



The building was some distance out and well surrounded 
by forest. This school was continued even after the 
restoration of the academy, because the latter was 
restricted to orphans. 

One rather noted teacher of the day school in 
the late eighties was a man called "Sphinx" Davis. 
He received this appellation because during vacations 
he peddled a preparation called "Sphinx Magic Oil" 
throughout the Choctaw nation. W. S. Gardner attended 
this school, and recalls that on two separate occasions 
he saw Davis shoot a deer from the schoolhouse window, 
and that he often tantalized his students with the 
savory odor of venison which he roasted on the barrel 
stove. 

In 1883 upon the completion of the new capitol 
building at Tuskahoma, the Choctaw national council 
voted to reestablish an academy at Chahta Tamaha, 
limiting the attendance to orphan boys. An appropria-
tion was made for the repair of the buildings, and a 
contract for operation of the school was entered into 
with the southern Presbyterian missionary, Rev. W. J. 
B. Lloyd, who had been located at the Bennington 
mission since 1870. This great man, whose memory is 
still revered in southeastern Oklahoma, continued in 



charge of the academy until 1889, being succeeded by 
Rev. c. J. Ralston, another Presbyterian missionary. 
A sad incident of Mr. RalstonTs administration was 
the accidental drowning of his infant son, Calvin 
Ralston, in the mill dam near the school. In honor 
of his dead son Mr. Ralston a little later founded 
Calvin institute at Durant, which school became the 
forerunner of the Oklahoma Presbyterian college in 
that city. 

During the administration of Chief Wilson N. 
Jones, the Choctaws decided to reorganize their 
educational system, establishing several new academies, 
and operating all of them directly under the supervision 
of educated Choctaws. In accordance with this policy 
the contract with the Presbyterians v/as discontinued, 
and a prominent young Clio eta?/, Thomas W. Hunter, not 
long out of an eastern college, was placed in charge. 
Hunter went over to Arkansas university at Fayetteville 
and secured for his assistant Sam L. Morley, a young 
white man, who later succeeded him as superintendent. 
Hunter has been a leader among the Choctaws down to 
this day. He still resides at Hugo, where for many 
years he has been county judge of Choctaw county. 

While Hunter was superintendent he brought out 



from Virginia as chaplain a Presbyterian minister 
named Rev. c. 0. Shepperson. This good man, Mr. 
Hunter says he was one of the best men he ever knew, 
died at the academy and is buried in an unmarked grave 
in the old cemetery near by. Only this past spring 
a son of Mr. shepperson, now a reporter on the 
Washington Post, Washington, D. C., made the trip 
out to Oklahoma and to the grounds of old Chahta 
Tamaha, to locate and mark his father's grave. 

Sam.L. Morley, who succeeded Hunter, became 
famous for the system of military discipline he 
maintained, and of which we shall speak later. Morley 
was warden of the state penitentiary under the adminis-
tration of Gov. R. L. Williams, where he made a f ine 
record. He later entered business first in McAlester 
and later in Oklahoma City. 

Around 1900 Gabe E. Parker, a talented Choctaw, 
became superintendent. lie had been an assistant to 
Morley and adopted his system of control. He also 
paid considerable attention to athletics; his base-
ball and football teams were among the best in the 
territory or north Texas. 

When statehood came, Parker was elected to the 
constitutional convention. He, with the aid of Dr. 



A. Grant Evans, designed the great seal of Oklahoma. 
Later, Parker was superintendent of the Five Civilized 
Tribes, and register of the treasury under the Wilson 
administration. 

C. E. Fair, now postmaster at Sulphur, and for 
many years a well-known school man in Oklahoma, was 
principal at Armstrong during the time Parker was in 
the constitutional convention. There were about 150 
boys of all ages and grades in attendance at that 
time. The Morley system of discipline was in effect, 
and it was stern. Corporal punishment, more or less 
severe, was the penalty for the infraction of any 
rule. Fair says that at first he protested at this 
indiscriminate method of punishment — for one reason 
because as principal he was the sole wielder of the 
rod. 

After statehood the academy pursued an unevent-
ful course. The last superintendent was Peru Farver, 
a cultured Choctaw of great ability. He served with 
honor in the World war, returning to the academy at 
its close. But the days of Chahta Tamaha were numbered 

One night in February, 1921, a, blaze started 
from a defective flue in the main building. *:rhen the 
conflagration was over nearly everything connected 



with the academy, except a few small frame houses, 
had gone up in flames. The federal government, which 
for many years had directed the affairs of the academy 
for the Choctaws, refused to rebuild the school. 

Gradually the very neighborhood became deserted. 
The roads leading near the old place were all changed. 
Today it would be almost impossible for a stranger to 
find the site, even after receiving directions. 

Chahta Tamaha has returned to the virgin wilder-
ness from which it emerged away back in 1844. 


