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From Fort Abercrombie to Fort Zarah: Select Microfilm and Digital 
Records on 19th Century U.S. Army Posts. 
 
Most 19th century operational records regarding Army units stationed in 
the United States are held at the National Archives Building in 
Washington, DC.  However, researchers interested in learning more about 
the various forts and the soldiers stationed at them can find useful 
information without traveling too far.  Many records concerning 
installation, or posts, were microfilmed in the 20th century and distributed 
across the nation as microfilm publications.  This article highlights two of 
them: microfilm publication M661: Historical Information Relating To 
Military Posts And Other Installations Ca. 1700-1900 and microfilm 
publication M617 Returns from U.S. Military Posts, 1800-1916.   
 
M661 is an eight microfilm roll publication reproducing the 27-volume 
“Outline Index of Military Forts and Stations,” and contains historical 
information about military posts and other installations, and related 
historical information, for the period ca. 1700-1900. The volumes also 
contain a few 16th-, 17th-, and 20th- century references. The volumes are 
a part of the Records of the Adjutant General's Office, 1780's-1917, 
Record Group 94.  This microfilm publication has not yet been digitized 
but is available at the National Archives at Chicago and many other 
locations.   
 
Consistent with the practice followed during the period of colonial rule in 
North America, the United States established the policy of setting aside 
tracts of land from the public domain for military purposes. The volumes 
reproduced in this microfilm publication were created and maintained in 
the Adjutant General's Office in carrying out its responsibility for the 
supervision of these tracts, many of which achieved the special legal status 
"reservations." 
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The National Archives at Chicago is 
located at: 
 
7358 S. Pulaski Road 
Chicago, IL 60629-5898 
773-948-9001 
chicago.archives@nara.gov 
 
The National Archives at Chicago 
research rooms are open to the public 
Monday through Friday, and the 
second Saturday of every month, 
from 8:00 AM to 4:15 PM.  
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The responsibilities of the Adjutant General's Office in regard to these military tracts included the 
handling of correspondence relating to the acquisition of legal title to the sites; procurement of plans and 
estimates for the repair and construction of buildings; consideration of applications for various kinds of 
privileges connected with the sites, such as the granting of rights-of-way and ferry crossings; 
compilation of historical sketches of both existing and abandoned posts; and the handling of 
correspondence and the preparation of executive orders creating and disposing of military reservations 
after Congress gave these powers to the President in 1334 (23 Stat. 103). 
 
In matters relating to the declaration of a reservation and similar business involving public lands, close 
liaison was required between the Adjutant General's Office and the General Land Office of the 
Department of the Interior. Before the Secretary of War prepared papers for the President's 
consideration, the General Land Office had to certify that there was no objection to the declaration of the 

Part of the Adjutant General’s Office history of Fort Snelling, Minnesota – found in microfilm publication M661. 
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A list of Indian Trading Houses found in 
Volume “X” of microfilm publication M661 

reservation and it was, therefore, a proper subject for military acquisition. When military authorities 
concluded that a reservation or other tract was no longer needed for military purposes, control over the 
land was returned to the Secretary of the Interior, and it reverted to the public domain. 
 
The Adjutant General's Office entered in these volumes information concerning installations in which 
the United States might have even the slightest interest. Consequently, in addition to permanent and 
temporary U.S. Army posts both within and beyond the continental limits of the United States there are 
entries for Confederate forts, fortified Indian towns, harbor pilot stations, national cemeteries, redoubts 
and batteries, and civilian and fur company blockhouses, as well as entries for British, French, Spanish, 
and Dutch installations erected within the present boundaries of the United States. 
 
The volumes contain a number of 
entries on military subjects in 
addition to the entries for military 
installations. For example, volume 
"X,” which contains no entries for 
installations, includes bibliographic 
entries for all wars fought on 
American soil to 1860, giving lists 
of published works on Indian wars 
from the Pequod War to the Third 
Seminole War, and on foreign 
wars from the French and Indian 
War to the Mexican War. This same 
volume has a heading “Indian 
Trading Houses" under which is 
given the name, location, and date 
each trading house was established; 
and a list of acts and public 
documents relating to the trading 
houses during the period 1795-l826. 
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Post Report from Fort Sheridan, July 1894, the month it was ordered to send soldiers to the Pullman Strike on 
the south side of Chicago.  From microfilm publication M617 



Page 5 
 

Detail from the July 1894 Fort Sheridan July Post Return, found in microfilm publication M617, showing the units 
dispatched following the order by President Cleveland to send federal troops into Chicago. 

 
Of course, many researchers want to know more about the soldiers who were stationed at the army forts 
and camps across the nation.  One of the many resources for this type of information is microfilm 
publication M617, Returns from U.S. Military Posts1800-1916.  This publication, comprising 1550 rolls 
of microfilm has been digitized by the National Archives digitization partners and is accessible at all 
National Archives facilities as well as to libraries and individuals with subscriptions.   
 
The commanding officer of every post, as well as commanders of all other bodies of troops such as 
department, division, brigade, regiment, or detachment, was required by Army Regulations to submit a 
return (a type of personnel report) to The Adjutant General at specified intervals, usually monthly, on 
forms provided by that office. Several additions and modifications were made in the form over the years, 
but basically it was designed to show the units that were stationed at a particular post and their strength, 
the names and duties of the officers, the number of officers present and absent, a listing of official 
communications received, and a record of events. 
 

 

http://www.archives.gov/digitization/digitized-by-partners.html
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Most of the records reproduced in this microfilm publication are monthly post returns. Included with 
them are some morning reports, field returns, rosters of officers, and related papers, which were added to 
the collection by the Adjutant General’s Office either as supplementary information or as substitutes for 
missing post returns. Field returns, for example, generally show the movement of troops or detachments 
to and from the post or station or give information concerning detachments in the field from units at the 
post. Among the related papers are some cards that contain information pertaining to wars and 
skirmishes with the Indians. Also included are papers containing historical information about the post, 
lists of officers and commanders of the post, and data relating to the establishment and the abandonment 
of the post. The related papers have been filmed at the beginning of the returns for the post which they 
pertain. A few duplicate and corrected copies of returns are included. Corrected copies of specific 
returns are generally filed after the original return. 
 

 
 
 
 
In general, the returns for a specific post cover the period of the official existence of that post.  
Frequently there are gaps in dates, indicating periods when the post was un-garrisoned. For some posts, 
however, returns are missing for periods when the post was garrisoned. 
 

Detail showing the officers and soldiers present for each unit stationed at Fort Sheridan in July 1894. 
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Researchers interested in learning more about these microfilm publications, or other records held by the 
National Archives at Chicago, should feel free to contact us at chicago.archives@nara.gov.  
 
 
Summer Interns at the National Archives at Chicago 
 

 
 
The National Archives at Chicago welcomes three interns who have volunteered to spend part of their 
summer working at NARA.  
 

• Brendan Hegman (left) is returning for his second internship with the National Archives, having 
previously spent a brief class assignment with us indexing Bankruptcy Act of 1841 records from 
the US District Court at Indianapolis.  Brendan is presently enrolled in the Graduate School of 
Library and Information Science at Dominican University 

 
• Michelle Decker (center) is enrolled in the Graduate School of Library and Information Science 

at Dominican University.  She is a graduate of Indiana University and is an avid runner, having 
completed a full marathon and four half marathons.   

 
• Tara Cajacob (right) recently relocated from Minnesota is entering into her senior year of 

undergraduate studies in history at the University of Illinois Springfield. In addition to this 
internship, she also works as a museum assistant at the Elk Grove History Museum in Elk Grove 
Village. 
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_____________________________ 
 
 
 
 
President Obama and First Lady Choose Chicago as Site for Presidential Center 
 

 
Figure 1 Washington and Jackson Parks on Chicago's South Side 
have been pegged as two potential sites for the future Obama 
Presidential Center 

On May 12, 2015 President Obama and the First 
Lady announced that Chicago’s South Side was 
chosen as the future home of the Obama Presidential 
Center.  The library will be constructed using private 
money and then transferred to the National Archives 
and Records Administration  (NARA) for 
administration.  The new library will be located 
about ten miles east of the National Archives at 
Chicago.  Please see the Obama Foundation website 
for further information: 
http://www.barackobamafoundation.org/. 
 
 

_____________________________ 
 
June 14, 2015 is Flag Day! 
 

 
Above: 1918 U.S. shield photograph at Camp Custer, 
Michigan.  Record Group 92, Records of the 
Quartermaster General.   National Archives at Chicago. 

Below: 10,000 sailors, including David Ferriero, the future Archivist 
of the United States and head of our agency, form a living flag during 
the Great Lakes Training Center graduation ceremonies on July 8, 
1967 at Soldiers Field in Chicago. Mayor Richard J. Daley and Rear 
Admiral William Guest, Commandant of the Ninth Naval District 
spoke at the event. This photograph can be found at the National 
Archives in College Park 

 

http://www.barackobamafoundation.org/
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Happy Father’s Day 
 
 
Father and daughter at Peterson Bridge Campground, Huron-
Manistee National Forest, Michigan, August 1959.  
 
National Archives Identifier 2131240.  Historic Photographs, ca. 1880 - 
ca. 1970 Record Group 95: Records of the Forest Service, 1870 - 2008 

 
 
 
 
 
 

_____________________________ 

Follow us on Facebook 
 
 
Make the National Archives at Chicago one of your Facebook Favorites and stay abreast of 
announcements and new discoveries with us on Facebook. 
 

 
Are you on the National Archives Mailing List? 
If the answer is “no,” then drop us an e-mail with your contact information to 
chicago.archives@nara.gov. 
 
Per the Privacy Act of 1974 we will not share your personal information with third parties. 
 

https://catalog.archives.gov/#/id/1812856
https://catalog.archives.gov/#/id/1812856
https://catalog.archives.gov/#/id/424
mailto:chicago.archives@nara.gov

