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(AERIAL VIEW OF HISTORIC SITE) 

 

The Ft. Smith National Historic Site is located on the bank of the Arkansas 

River in downtown Ft. Smith, Arkansas.  A visit to the site is like taking a trip 

back in time with intriguing stories from 1817-1896. 

 

(Visitor’s Center) 
 
 

Visitors can learn about the Trail of Tears,  brave soldiers, dangerous outlaws, 

U. S. Marshalls, and the legendary Judge Isaac C. Parker, known as  “The 

Hanging Judge.” 

 

(Young Parker’s Picture) 

 

In 1875, Judge Parker was appointed by President Ulysses S. Grant as the 

Federal judge for the Western District of Arkansas including Indian Territory. 

 

 

(Authentic Picture of Judge Parker in Courtroom) 

 

 During his tenure, he heard thousands of cases for both violent and non-

violent crimes. The most common crime was selling whiskey in Indian 

Territory.  Anyone arrested was  sent to the jail located in the basement of  

the courthouse. 

 

 

-1- 



Ft. Smith National Historic Site Documentary 

Cedarville High School Environmental and Spatial Technology (EAST) 

 

 

(Old Jail) 

Anyone arrested was  sent to the jail located in the basement of  the 

courthouse. 

Those who were waiting for a trial could spend up to a year in the jail.  

Prisoners  found guilty of rape or murder, would be sentenced to be executed 

on the gallows.  Limited water, poor ventilation and unsanitary conditions 

contributed to the reputation of the jail and  it became known as “Hell on the 

Border.” 

 

(“Hell on the Border” Sign) 

 

The jail housed up to 50 prisoners  together regardless of the seriousness of 

their crimes.  Men convicted of murder or other violent crimes were confined 

with the rest.  A person accused of horse theft might spend his days listening 

to the gruesome tales of someone headed for the gallows. 

 

(Picture of Anna Dawes) 

 

Anna Dawes, daughter of Senator Dawes from MA, visited the “Hell on the 

Border” jail in 1885 and wrote an article describing its conditions. When read 

in Congress, money was quickly approved for a new jail. 

 

(New Jail) 

 

The inmates relocated to the second jail on March 19, 1888. 
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(The Gallows/Fence ) 

 

From the jail,  it’s a short walk to the gallows, which is enclosed within a high 

fence. While hanging was considered the most humane way to execute 

prisoners, not all executions went as planned. Prior to 1886 executions were 

open to the public, however Judge Parker regarded executions as punishments 

not entertainment and  

a fence was erected. 

 

(Picture of Older Judge Parker) 

 

Contrary to popular belief, Judge Parker did not believe in the death penalty 

and did not attend or watch the executions.   

 

(Judge Parker’s Office Window) 

 

The window from his office faced the Arkansas River, not the gallows. He 

wrote letters requesting pardons for some convicted murderers and sent 

many others to prisons with education and trade program for rehabilitation.  

 

(Older Picture of Judge Parker) 

 

Regardless, sensationalism took over and he became known as  

 “The Hanging Judge.” 
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(Authentic Picture of Judge Parker in Courtroom) 

 

Because Judge Parker’s court was both a district court and a circuit court, he 

was the first line for appeals. So,  in reality there were no appeals  for 

convicted prisoners.  In 1889, Congress passed an act allowing the Supreme 

Court to hear appeals in federal criminal cases (on a writ of error).  Between 

1890 and 1897, the Supreme Court reviewed forty-four cases from Fort Smith, 

of which 23 were overturned.  The Supreme court reviewed only nineteen 

cases from all the other federal courts in the country. During his 21 year 

tenure, Judge Parker sentenced more men and women to death than any 

other federal judge.  A total of 160 prisoners were convicted by jury trials and 

were sentenced to death by Judge Parker.  Of those , only 79 were hanged. 

 

(Older Picture of Gallows with Crowd) 

 

After the last outlaw was hanged on July 30, 1886, the town tore down the 

original gallows and burned it.  Citizens were convinced that it gave the wrong 

impression of Fort Smith. Judge Parker’s gallows was only a memory. In the 

late 1950’s the first replica of the gallows was built.  The current gallows  is  

on the site of the original gallows. 

 

(Commissary Building) 

 

Across the parade ground  from the Gallows is the Commissary building. The 

Commissary was constructed on one of the original five bastions when  it 

became apparent that a strong defensive fort was not necessary. 
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(Commissary Supplies/Living Space)  

 

Food supplies were stored here and later transported to troops stationed 

further west. Supplies were distributed to transcontinental railroad survey 

parties, forts in Indian Territory , and soldiers fighting in the U.S.-Mexican War.  

It was later modified for use as a barracks and hospital, then converted into a 

residence for court officials and Judge Parker's chambers.  The Commissary is 

considered the oldest building still standing in Fort Smith. Today the building 

has exhibits  to reflect its use as a supply warehouse in the 1850’s and a home 

in the 1890’s. 

 

(Visitor Center - Recap) 

 

Fort Smith National Historic Site was established 1961, for the purpose of 

protecting and preserving the original Fort Smith site established in 1817.  

Exhibits in the visitor center focus on Fort Smith’s military history, western 

expansion, Judge Parker and the federal court’s impact on Indian Territory, 

U.S. Deputy Marshals and outlaws, Federal Indian policy, and Indian Removal 

including the Trail of Tears. 

 

(Picture/Quote from Judge Isaac C. Parker) 

(Run Credits) 

 

Check the Ft. Smith National Historic Site for tour information.  

Fort Smith National Historic Site 
301 Parker Ave  

Fort Smith, AR 72901 
479-783-3961 

www.nps.gov/fosm 
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