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Preface

AN ANCIENT TRADITION TELLS us that the interval between the birth of the parents and the arrival
of their first offspring averages thirty years. We call that a generation. Thirty years ago, early in
1971, this book was born. And so now it is beginning its second generation.

As the first generation ends, it is almost a cliché to say that enormous changes have occurred
during the time that has passed. Yet vast changes certainly have affected the present-day
descendants of the old tribal prophets whose stories are told in these pages.

During the past generation, some tribal reservations have prospered, others have not. There
are now, and probably always will be, disagreements within tribes as to the direction their people
should take. In spite of the many personal frustrations and difficulties young seekers of knowledge
experience, it is no longer unusual to meet American-Indian lawyers, physicians, college
professors, computer specialists, artists, writers, or members of almost any other profession or
trade. Yet on some reservations there is still a shortage of proper places in which to live. And the
county with the deepest poverty in the United States is still a tribal reservation.

Judging from letters I have received through the years, the readers who have given life to this
book come from almost all the hundred or so ethnic groups that comprise this unique and
awesome place called America. Small though the comparative number of American Indians is,
almost all other Americans seem to have an earnest fascination for their history, their arts and
literature, their attitude toward the natural world, and their philosophy of human existence.

And this wide interest exists beyond the borders of America into the lands of other people
and other cultures. Name a small nation, one whose people have a history of past injustices and
oppression, and this book will likely be in print there.

We rarely know the full power of words, in print or spoken. It is my hope that time has not
dulled the words herein and that they will continue through the coming generation to be as true

and direct as I originally meant them to be.
DEE BROWN

in the year 2000



Introduction

SINCE THE EXPLORATORY JOURNEY of Lewis and Clark to the Pacific Coast early in the nineteenth
century, the number of published accounts describing the “opening” of the American West has
risen into the thousands. The greatest concentration of recorded experience and observation came
out of the thirty-year span between 1860 and 1890—the period covered by this book. It was an
incredible era of violence, greed, audacity, sentimentality, undirected exuberance, and an almost
reverential attitude toward the ideal of personal freedom for those who already had it.

During that time the culture and civilization of the American Indian was destroyed, and out
of that time came virtually all the great myths of the American West—tales of fur traders,
mountain men, steamboat pilots, goldseekers, gamblers, gunmen, cavalrymen, cowboys, harlots,
missionaries, schoolmarms, and homesteaders. Only occasionally was the voice of an Indian heard,
and then more often than not it was recorded by the pen of a white man. The Indian was the dark
menace of the myths, and even if he had known how to write in English, where would he have
found a printer or a publisher?

Yet they are not all lost, those Indian voices of the past. A few authentic accounts of
American western history were recorded by Indians either in pictographs or in translated English,
and some managed to get published in obscure journals, pamphlets, or books of small circulation.
In the late nineteenth century, when the white man’s curiosity about Indian survivors of the wars
reached a high point, enterprising newspaper reporters frequently interviewed warriors and chiefs
and gave them an opportunity to express their opinions on what was happening in the West. The
quality of these interviews varied greatly, depending upon the abilities of the interpreters, or upon
the inclination of the Indians to speak freely. Some feared reprisals for telling the truth, while
others delighted in hoaxing reporters with tall tales and shaggy-dog stories. Contemporary
newspaper statements by Indians must therefore be read with skepticism, although some of them
are masterpieces of irony and others burn with outbursts of poetic fury.

Among the richest sources of first-person statements by Indians are the records of treaty
councils and other formal meetings with civilian and military representatives of the United States
government. Isaac Pitman’s new stenographic system was coming into vogue during the second
half of the nineteenth century, and when Indians spoke in council a recording clerk sat beside the
official interpreter.

Even when the meetings were in remote parts of the West, someone usually was available to



write down the speeches, and because of the slowness of the translation process, much of what
was said could be recorded in longhand. Interpreters quite often were half-bloods who knew
spoken languages but seldom could read or write. Like most oral peoples they and the Indians
depended upon imagery to express their thoughts, so that the English translations were filled with
graphic similes and metaphors of the natural world. If an eloquent Indian had a poor interpreter,
his words might be transformed to flat prose, but a good interpreter could make a poor speaker
sound poetic.

Most Indian leaders spoke freely and candidly in councils with white officials, and as they
became more sophisticated in such matters during the 1870’s and 1880’s, they demanded the right
to choose their own interpreters and recorders. In this latter period, all members of the tribes were
free to speak, and some of the older men chose such opportunities to recount events they had
witnessed in the past, or to sum up the histories of their peoples. Although the Indians who lived
through this doom period of their civilization have vanished from the earth, millions of their words
are preserved in official records. Many of the more important council proceedings were published
in government documents and reports.

Out of all these sources of almost forgotten oral history, I have tried to fashion a narrative of
the conquest of the American West as the victims experienced it, using their own words whenever
possible. Americans who have always looked westward when reading about this period should read
this book facing eastward.

This is not a cheerful book, but history has a way of intruding upon the present, and perhaps
those who read it will have a clearer understanding of what the American Indian is, by knowing
what he was. They may be surprised to hear words of gentle reasonableness coming from the
mouths of Indians stereotyped in the American myth as ruthless savages. They may learn
something about their own relationship to the earth from a people who were true conservationists.
The Indians knew that life was equated with the earth and its resources, that America was a
paradise, and they could not comprehend why the intruders from the East were determined to
destroy all that was Indian as well as America itself.

And if the readers of this book should ever chance to see the poverty, the hopelessness, and
the squalor of a modern Indian reservation, they may find it possible to truly understand the
reasons why.

Urbana, Illlinois
April, 1970

Dee Brown



I shall not be there. I shall rise and pass. Bury my heart at Wounded Knee.
—STEPHEN VINCENT BENET



ONE

““Their Manners Are Decorous and
Praiseworthy”

Where today are the Pequot? Where are the Narragansett, the Mohican, the Pokanoket,
and many other once powerful tribes of our people? They have vanished before the avarice
and the oppression of the White Man, as snow before a summer sun.

Will we let ourselves be destroyed in our turn without a struggle, give up our homes, our
country bequeathed to us by the Great Spirit, the graves of our dead and everything that is dear
and sacred to us? I know you will cry with me, “Never! Never!”

—TECUMSEH OF THE SHAWNEES

IT BEGAN WITH CHRISTOPHER Columbus, who gave the people the name Indios. Those Europeans,
the white men, spoke in different dialects, and some pronounced the word Indien, or Indianer, or
Indian. Peaux-rouges, or redskins, came later. As was the custom of the people when receiving
strangers, the Tainos on the island of San Salvador generously presented Columbus and his men
with gifts and treated them with honor.

“So tractable, so peaceable, are these people,” Columbus wrote to the King and Queen of
Spain, “that I swear to your Majesties there is not in the world a better nation. They love their
neighbors as themselves, and their discourse is ever sweet and gentle, and accompanied with a
smile; and though it is true that they are naked, yet their manners are decorous and praiseworthy.”

All this, of course, was taken as a sign of weakness, if not heathenism, and Columbus being a
righteous European was convinced the people should be “made to work, sow and do all that is
necessary and to adopt our ways.” Over the next four centuries (1492-1890) several million
Europeans and their descendants undertook to enforce their ways upon the people of the New
World.

Columbus kidnapped ten of his friendly Taino hosts and carried them off to Spain, where
they could be introduced to the white man’s ways. One of them died soon after arriving there, but
not before he was baptized a Christian. The Spaniards were so pleased that they had made it

possible for the first Indian to enter heaven that they hastened to spread the good news throughout



the West Indies.

The Tainos and other Arawak people did not resist conversion to the Europeans’ religion, but
they did resist strongly when hordes of these bearded strangers began scouring their islands in
search of gold and precious stones. The Spaniards looted and burned villages; they kidnapped
hundreds of men, women, and children and shipped them to Europe to be sold as slaves. Arawak
resistance brought on the use of guns and sabers, and whole tribes were destroyed, hundreds of
thousands of people in less than a decade after Columbus set foot on the beach of San Salvador,
October 12, 1492.

Communications between the tribes of the New World were slow, and news of the
Europeans’ barbarities rarely overtook the rapid spread of new conquests and settlements. Long
before the English-speaking white men arrived in Virginia in 1607, however, the Powhatans had
heard rumors about the civilizing techniques of the Spaniards. The Englishmen used subtler
methods. To ensure peace long enough to establish a settlement at Jamestown, they put a golden
crown upon the head of Wahunsonacook, dubbed him King Powhatan, and convinced him that he
should put his people to work supplying the white settlers with food. Wahunsonacook vacillated
between loyalty to his rebellious subjects and to the English, but after John Rolfe married his
daughter, Pocahontas, he apparently decided that he was more English than Indian. After
Wahunsonacook died, the Powhatans rose up in revenge to drive the Englishmen back into the sea
from which they had come, but the Indians underestimated the power of English weapons. In a
short time the eight thousand Powhatans were reduced to less than a thousand.

In Massachusetts the story began somewhat differently but ended virtually the same as in
Virginia. After the Englishmen landed at Plymouth in 1620, most of them probably would have
starved to death but for aid received from friendly natives of the New World. A Pemaquid named
Samoset and three Wampanoags named Massasoit, Squanto, and Hobomah became self-appointed
missionaries to the Pilgrims. All spoke some English, learned from explorers who had touched
ashore in previous years. Squanto had been kidnapped by an English seaman who sold him into
slavery in Spain, but he escaped through the aid of another Englishman and finally managed to
return home. He and the other Indians regarded the Plymouth colonists as helpless children; they
shared corn with them from the tribal stores, showed them where and how to catch fish, and got
them through the first winter. When spring came they gave the white men some seed corn and
showed them how to plant and cultivate it.

For several years these Englishmen and their Indian neighbors lived in peace, but many more
shiploads of white people continued coming ashore. The ring of axes and the crash of falling trees

echoed up and down the coasts of the land which the white men now called New England.



Settlements began crowding in upon each other. In 1625 some of the colonists asked Samoset to
give them 12,000 additional acres of Pemaquid land. Samoset knew that land came from the Great
Spirit, was as endless as the sky, and belonged to no man. To humor these strangers in their
strange ways, however, he went through a ceremony of transferring the land and made his mark on
a paper for them. It was the first deed of Indian land to English colonists.

Most of the other settlers, coming in by thousands now, did not bother to go through such a
ceremony. By the time Massasoit, great chief of the Wampanoags, died in 1662 his people were
being pushed back into the wilderness. His son Metacom foresaw doom for all Indians unless they
united to resist the invaders. Although the New Englanders flattered Metacom by crowning him
King Philip of Pokanoket, he devoted most of his time to forming alliances with the Narragansetts
and other tribes in the region.

In 1675, after a series of arrogant actions by the colonists, King Philip led his Indian
confederacy into a war meant to save the tribes from extinction. The Indians attacked fifty-two
settlements, completely destroying twelve of them, but after months of fighting, the firepower of
the colonists virtually exterminated the Wampanoags and Narragansetts. King Philip was killed
and his head publicly exhibited at Plymouth for twenty years. Along with other captured Indian
women and children, his wife and young son were sold into slavery in the West Indies.

When the Dutch came to Manhattan Island, Peter Minuit purchased it for sixty guilders in
fishhooks and glass beads, but encouraged the Indians to remain and continue exchanging their
valuable peltries for such trinkets. In 1641, Willem Kieft levied tribute upon the Mahicans and
sent soldiers to Staten Island to punish the Raritans for offenses which had been committed not by
them but by white settlers. The Raritans resisted arrest, and the soldiers killed four of them. When
the Indians retaliated by killing four Dutchmen, Kieft ordered the massacre of two entire villages
while the inhabitants slept. The Dutch soldiers ran their bayonets through men, women, and
children, hacked their bodies to pieces, and then leveled the villages with fire.

For two more centuries these events were repeated again and again as the European colonists
moved inland through the passes of the Alleghenies and down the westward-flowing rivers to the
Great Waters (the Mississippi) and then up the Great Muddy (the Missourti).

The Five Nations of the Iroquois, mightiest and most advanced of all the eastern tribes,
strove in vain for peace. After years of bloodshed to save their political independence, they finally
went down to defeat. Some escaped to Canada, some fled westward, some lived out their lives in
reservation confinement.

During the 1760’s Pontiac of the Ottawas united tribes in the Great Lakes country in hopes

of driving the British back across the Alleghenies, but he failed. His major error was an alliance



with French-speaking white men who withdrew aid from the peaux-rouges during the crucial siege
of Detroit.

A generation later, Tecumseh of the Shawnees formed a great confederacy of midwestern
and southern tribes to protect their lands from invasion. The dream ended with Tecumseh’s death
in battle during the War of 1812.

Between 1795 and 1840 the Miamis fought battle after battle, and signed treaty after treaty,
ceding their rich Ohio Valley lands until there was none left to cede.

When white settlers began streaming into the Illinois country after the War of 1812, the
Sauks and Foxes fled across the Mississippi. A subordinate chief, Black Hawk, refused to retreat.
He created an alliance with the Winnebagos, Pottawotamies, and Kickapoos, and declared war
against the new settlements. A band of Winnebagos, who accepted a white soldier chief’s bribe of
twenty horses and a hundred dollars, betrayed Black Hawk, and he was captured in 1832. He was
taken East for imprisonment and display to the curious. After he died in 1838, the governor of the
recently created Iowa Territory obtained Black Hawk’s skeleton and kept it on view in his office.

In 1829, Andrew Jackson, who was called Sharp Knife by the Indians, took office as
President of the United States. During his frontier career, Sharp Knife and his soldiers had slain
thousands of Cherokees, Chickasaws, Choctaws, Creeks, and Seminoles, but these southern
Indians were still numerous and clung stubbornly to their tribal lands, which had been assigned
them forever by white men’s treaties. In Sharp Knife’s first message to his Congress, he
recommended that all these Indians be removed westward beyond the Mississippi. “I suggest the
propriety of setting apart an ample district west of the Mississippi ... to be guaranteed to the
Indian tribes, as long as they shall occupy it.”

Although enactment of such a law would only add to the long list of broken promises made to
the eastern Indians, Sharp Knife was convinced that Indians and whites could not live together in
peace and that his plan would make possible a final promise which never would be broken again.
On May 28, 1830, Sharp Knife’s recommendations became law.

Two years later he appointed a commissioner of Indian affairs to serve in the War
Department and see that the new laws affecting Indians were properly carried out. And then on
June 30, 1834, Congress passed An Act to Regulate Trade and Intercourse with the Indian Tribes
and to Preserve Peace on the Frontiers. All that part of the United States west of the Mississippi
“and not within the States of Missouri and Louisiana or the Territory of Arkansas” would be
Indian country. No white persons would be permitted to trade in the Indian country without a
license. No white traders of bad character would be permitted to reside in Indian country. No

white persons would be permitted to settle in the Indian country. The military force of the United



States would be employed in the apprehension of any white person who was found in violation of
provisions of the act.

Before these laws could be put into effect, a new wave of white settlers swept westward and
formed the territories of Wisconsin and Iowa. This made it necessary for the policy makers in
Washington to shift the “permanent Indian frontier” from the Mississippi River to the 95th
meridian. (This line ran from Lake of the Woods on what is now the Minnesota-Canada border,
slicing southward through what are now the states of Minnesota and Iowa, and then along the
western borders of Missouri, Arkansas, and Louisiana, to Galveston Bay, Texas.) To keep the
Indians beyond the 95th meridian and to prevent unauthorized white men from crossing it, soldiers
were garrisoned in a series of military posts that ran southward from Fort Snelling on the
Mississippi River to forts Atkinson and Leavenworth on the Missouri, forts Gibson and Smith on
the Arkansas, Fort Towson on the Red, and Fort Jesup in Louisiana.

More than three centuries had now passed since Christopher Columbus landed on San
Salvador, more than two centuries since the English colonists came to Virginia and New England.
In that time the friendly Tainos who welcomed Columbus ashore had been utterly obliterated.
Long before the last of the Tainos died, their simple agricultural and handicraft culture was
destroyed and replaced by cotton plantations worked by slaves. The white colonists chopped down
the tropical forests to enlarge their fields; the cotton plants exhausted the soil; winds unbroken by a
forest shield covered the fields with sand. When Columbus first saw the island he described it as
“very big and very level and the trees very green ... the whole of it so green that it is a pleasure to
gaze upon.” The Europeans who followed him there destroyed its vegetation and its inhabitants—
human, animal, bird, and fish—and after turning it into a wasteland, they abandoned it.

On the mainland of America, the Wampanoags of Massasoit and King Philip had vanished,
along with the Chesapeakes, the Chickahominys, and the Potomacs of the great Powhatan
confederacy. (Only Pocahontas was remembered.) Scattered or reduced to remnants were the
Pequots, Montauks, Nanticokes. Machapungas, Catawbas, Cheraws, Miamis, Hurons, Eries,
Mohawks, Senecas, and Mohegans. (Only Uncas was remembered.) Their musical names
remained forever fixed on the American land, but their bones were forgotten in a thousand burned
villages or lost in forests fast disappearing before the axes of twenty million invaders. Already the
once sweet-watered streams, most of which bore Indian names, were clouded with silt and the
wastes of man; the very earth was being ravaged and squandered. To the Indians it seemed that
these Europeans hated everything in nature—the living forests and their birds and beasts, the

grassy glades, the water, the soil, and the air itself.



The decade following establishment of the “permanent Indian frontier” was a bad time for the
eastern tribes. The great Cherokee nation had survived more than a hundred years of the white
man’s wars, diseases, and whiskey, but now it was to be blotted out. Because the Cherokees
numbered several thousands, their removal to the West was planned to be in gradual stages, but
discovery of Appalachian gold within their territory brought on a clamor for their immediate
wholesale exodus. During the autumn of 1838, General Winfield Scott’s soldiers rounded them up
and concentrated them into camps. (A few hundred escaped to the Smoky Mountains and many
years later were given a small reservation in North Carolina.) From the prison camps they were
started westward to Indian Territory. On the long winter trek, one of every four Cherokees died
from cold, hunger, or disease. They called the march their “trail of tears.” The Choctaws,
Chickasaws, Creeks, and Seminoles also gave up their homelands in the South. In the North,
surviving remnants of the Shawnees, Miamis, Ottawas, Hurons, Delawares, and many other once
mighty tribes walked or traveled by horseback and wagon beyond the Mississippi, carrying their
shabby goods, their rusty farming tools, and bags of seed corn. All of them arrived as refugees,
poor relations, in the country of the proud and free Plains Indians.

Scarcely were the refugees settled behind the security of the “permanent Indian frontier”
when soldiers began marching westward through the Indian country. The white men of the United
States—who talked so much of peace but rarely seemed to practice it—were marching to war with
the white men who had conquered the Indians of Mexico. When the war with Mexico ended in
1847, the United States took possession of a vast expanse of territory reaching from Texas to
California. All of it was west of the “permanent Indian frontier.”

In 1848 gold was discovered in California. Within a few months, fortune-seeking easterners
by the thousands were crossing the Indian Territory. Indians who lived or hunted along the Santa
Fe and Oregon trails had grown accustomed to seeing an occasional wagon train licensed for
traders, trappers, or missionaries. Now suddenly the trails were filled with wagons, and the wagons
were filled with white people. Most of them were bound for California gold, but some turned
southwest for New Mexico or northwest for the Oregon country.

To justify these breaches of the “permanent Indian frontier,” the policy makers in
Washington invented Manifest Destiny, a term which lifted land hunger to a lofty plane. The
Europeans and their descendants were ordained by destiny to rule all of America. They were the
dominant race and therefore responsible for the Indians—along with their lands, their forests, and
their mineral wealth. Only the New Englanders, who had destroyed or driven out all their Indians,
spoke against Manifest Destiny.

In 1850, although none of the Modocs, Mohaves, Paiutes, Shastas, Yumas, or a hundred



other lesser-known tribes along the Pacific Coast were consulted on the matter, California became
the thirty-first state of the Union. In the mountains of Colorado gold was discovered, and new
hordes of prospectors swarmed across the Plains. Two vast new territories were organized, Kansas
and Nebraska, encompassing virtually all the country of the Plains tribes. In 1858 Minnesota
became a state, its boundaries being extended a hundred miles beyond the 95th meridian, the
“permanent Indian frontier.”

And so only a quarter of a century after enactment of Sharp Knife Andrew Jackson’s Indian
Trade and Intercourse Act, white settlers had driven in both the north and south flanks of the 95th
meridian line, and advance elements of white miners and traders had penetrated the center.

It was then, at the beginning of the 1860’s, that the white men of the United States went to
war with one another—the Bluecoats against the Graycoats, the great Civil War. In 1860 there
were probably 300,000 Indians in the United States and Territories, most of them living west of
the Mississippi. According to varying estimates, their numbers had been reduced by one-half to
two-thirds since the arrival of the first settlers in Virginia and New England. The survivors were
now pressed between expanding white populations on the East and along the Pacific coasts—more
than thirty million Europeans and their descendants. If the remaining free tribes believed that the
white man’s Civil War would bring any respite from his pressures for territory, they were soon

disillusioned.

The most numerous and powerful western tribe was the Sioux, or Dakota, which was separated
into several subdivisions. The Santee Sioux lived in the woodlands of Minnesota, and for some
years had been retreating before the advance of settlements. Little Crow of the Mdewkanton
Santee, after being taken on a tour of eastern cities, was convinced that the power of the United
States could not be resisted. He was reluctantly attempting to lead his tribe down the white man’s
road. Wabasha, another Santee leader, also had accepted the inevitable, but both he and Little
Crow were determined to oppose any further surrender of their lands.

Farther west on the Great Plains were the Teton Sioux, horse Indians all, and completely free.
They were somewhat contemptuous of their woodland Santee cousins who had capitulated to the
settlers. Most numerous and most confident of their ability to defend their territory were the
Oglala Tetons. At the beginning of the white man’s Civil War, their outstanding leader was Red
Cloud, thirty-eight years old, a shrewd warrior chief. Still too young to be a warrior was Crazy
Horse, an intelligent and fearless teen-aged Oglala.

Among the Hunkpapas, a smaller division of the Teton Sioux, a young man in his mid-

twenties had already won a reputation as a hunter and warrior. In tribal councils he advocated



unyielding opposition to any intrusion by white men. He was Tatanka Yotanka, the Sitting Bull.
He was mentor to an orphaned boy named Gall. Together with Crazy Horse of the Oglalas, they
would make history sixteen years later in 1876.

Although he was not yet forty, Spotted Tail was already the chief spokesman for the Brulé
Tetons, who lived on the far western plains. Spotted Tail was a handsome, smiling Indian who
loved fine feasts and compliant women. He enjoyed his way of life and the land he lived upon, but
was willing to compromise to avoid war.

Closely associated with the Teton Sioux were the Cheyennes. In the old days the Cheyennes
had lived in the Minnesota country of the Santee Sioux, but gradually moved westward and
acquired horses. Now the Northern Cheyennes shared the Powder River and the Bighorn country
with the Sioux, frequently camping near them. Dull Knife, in his forties, was an outstanding leader
of the Northern branch of the tribe. (To his own people Dull Knife was known as Morning Star,
but the Sioux called him Dull Knife, and most contemporary accounts use that name.)

The Southern Cheyennes had drifted below the Platte River, establishing villages on the
Colorado and Kansas plains. Black Kettle of the Southern branch had been a great warrior in his
youth. In his late middle age, he was the acknowledged chief, but the younger men and the
Hotamitaneos (Dog Soldiers) of the Southern Cheyennes were more inclined to follow leaders
such as Tall Bull and Roman Nose, who were in their prime.

The Arapahos were old associates of the Cheyennes and lived in the same areas. Some
remained with the Northern Cheyennes, others followed the Southern branch. Little Raven, in his
forties, was at this time the best-known chief.

South of the Kansas-Nebraska buffalo ranges were the Kiowas. Some of the older Kiowas
could remember the Black Hills, but the tribe had been pushed southward before the combined
power of Sioux. Cheyenne, and Arapaho. By 1860 the Kiowas had made their peace with the
northern plains tribes and had become allies of the Comanches, whose southern plains they had
entered. The Kiowas had several great leaders—an aging chief, Satank; two vigorous fighting men
in their thirties. Satanta and Lone Wolf; and an intelligent statesman, Kicking Bird.

The Comanches, constantly on the move and divided into many small bands, lacked the
leadership of their allies. Ten Bears, very old, was more a poet than a warrior chief. In 1860, half-
breed Quanah Parker, who would lead the Comanches in a last great struggle to save their buffalo
range, was not yet twenty years old.

In the arid Southwest were the Apaches, veterans of 250 years of guerrilla warfare with the
Spaniards, who taught them the finer arts of torture and mutilation but never subdued them.

Although few in number—probably not more than six thousand divided into several bands—their



reputation as tenacious defenders of their harsh and pitiless land was already well established.
Mangas Colorado, in his late sixties, had signed a treaty of friendship with the United States, but
was already disillusioned by the influx of miners and soldiers into his territory. Cochise, his son-
in-law, still believed he could get along with the white Americans. Victorio and Delshay distrusted
the white intruders and gave them a wide berth. Nana, in his fifties but tough as rawhide,
considered the English-speaking white men no different from the Spanish-speaking Mexicans he
had been fighting all his life. Geronimo, in his twenties, had not yet proved himself.

The Navahos were related to the Apaches, but most Navahos had taken the Spanish white
man’s road and were raising sheep and goats, cultivating grain and fruit. As stockmen and weavers,
some bands of the tribe had grown wealthy. Other Navahos continued as nomads, raiding their old
enemies the Pueblos, the white settlers, or prosperous members of their own tribe. Manuelito, a
stalwart mustachioed stock raiser, was head chief—chosen by an election of the Navahos held in
1855. In 1859, when a few wild Navahos raided United States citizens in their territory, the U.S.
Army retaliated not by hunting down the culprits but by destroying the hogans and shooting all the
livestock belonging to Manuelito and members of his band. By 1860, Manuelito and some Navaho
followers were engaged in an undeclared war with the United States in northern New Mexico and
Arizona.

In the Rockies north of the Apache and Navaho country were the Utes, an aggressive
mountain tribe inclined to raid their more peaceful neighbors to the south. Ouray, their best-
known leader, favored peace with white men even to the point of soldiering with them as
mercenaries against other Indian tribes.

In the far West most of the tribes were too small, too divided, or too weak to offer much
resistance. The Modocs of northern California and southern Oregon, numbering less than a
thousand, fought guerrilla-fashion for their lands. Kintpuash, called Captain Jack by the California
settlers, was only a young man in 1860; his ordeal as a leader would come a dozen years later.

Northwest of the Modocs, the Nez Percés had been living in peace with white men since
Lewis and Clark passed through their territory in 1805. In 1855, one branch of the tribe ceded
Nez Percé lands to the United States for settlement, and agreed to live within the confines of a
large reservation. Other bands of the tribe continued to roam between the Blue Mountains of
Oregon and the Bitterroots of Idaho. Because of the vastness of the Northwest country, the Nez
Percés believed there would always be land enough for both white men and Indians to use as each
saw fit. Heinmot Tooyalaket, later known as Chief Joseph, would have to make a fateful decision
in 1877 between peace and war. In 1860 he was twenty years old, the son of a chief.

In the Nevada country of the Paiutes a future Messiah named Wovoka, who later would have



a brief but powerful influence upon the Indians of the West, was only four years old in 1860.
During the following thirty years these leaders and many more would enter into history and
legend. Their names would become as well known as those of the men who tried to destroy them.
Most of them, young and old, would be driven into the ground long before the symbolic end of
Indian freedom came at Wounded Knee in December, 1890. Now, a century later, in an age

without heroes, they are perhaps the most heroic of all Americans.



TWO
The Long Walk of the Navahos

1860—March 12, U.S. Congress passes Pre-emption Bill, providing free land to settlers in
western territories. April 3, first Pony Express leaves St. Joseph, Missouri; delivers letters at
Sacramento, California, April 13. April 23, Democratic National Convention at Charleston,
South Carolina, divides on the slavery issue. May 16—18, Republican National Convention in
Chicago nominates Abraham Lincoln for President. June, population of U.S. reaches
31,443,321. July, Spencer repeating rifle invented. November 6, Abraham Lincoln receives
only 40 percent of popular vote but wins Presidency. December 20, South Carolina secedes

from the Union.

1861—February 4, Confederate Congress organized at Montgomery, Alabama.
February 9, Jefferson Davis elected President of Confederate States. February 11, Abraham
Lincoln says farewell to friends and neighbors at Springfield, Illinois, and leaves by train for
Washington. March, President Davis asks for 100,000 soldiers to defend the Confederacy.
April 12, Confederates open fire on Fort Sumter. April 14, Fort Sumter falls. April 15,
President Lincoln calls for 75,000 volunteer soldiers. July 21, First Battle of Bull Run; Union
Army falls back on Washington. October 6, rioting Russian students close down University
of St. Petersburg. October 25, Pacific Telegraph line between St. Louis and San Francisco
completed. December 5, Gatling gun is patented. December 14, British mourn death of

Albert, Prince Consort of Queen Victoria. December 30, U.S. banks suspend gold payments.

When our fathers lived they heard that the Americans were coming across the great river
westward. ... We heard of guns and powder and lead—first flintlocks, then percussion caps,
and now repeating rifles. We first saw the Americans at Cottonwood Wash. We had wars with
the Mexicans and the Pueblos. We captured mules from the Mexicans, and had many mules.
The Americans came to trade with us. When the Americans first came we had a big dance,
and they danced with our women. We also traded.

—MANUELITO OF THE NAVAHOS



MANUELITO AND OTHER NAVAHO leaders made treaties with the Americans. “Then the soldiers built
the fort here,” Manuelito remembered, “and gave us an agent who advised us to behave well. He
told us to live peaceably with the whites; to keep our promises. They wrote down the promises, so
that we would always remember them.” 1

Manuelito tried to keep the promises in the treaty, but after the soldiers came and burned his
hogans and killed his livestock because of something a few wild young Navahos had done, he grew
angry at the Americans. He and his band had been wealthy, but the soldiers had made them poor.
To become ricos again they must raid the Mexicans to the south, and for this the Mexicans called
them ladrones, or thieves. For as long as anyone could remember, the Mexicans had been raiding
Navahos to steal their young children and make slaves of them, and for as long as anyone could
remember the Navahos had been retaliating with raids against the Mexicans.

After the Americans came to Santa Fe and called the country New Mexico, they protected
the Mexicans because they had become American citizens. The Navahos were not citizens because
they were Indians, and when they raided the Mexicans, soldiers would come rushing into the
Navaho country to punish them as outlaws. This was all an angry puzzle to Manuelito and his
people, for they knew that many of the Mexicans had Indian blood, and yet no soldiers ever went
rushing after the Mexicans to punish them for stealing Navaho children.

The first fort the Americans built in the Navaho country was in a grassy valley at the mouth
of Canyon Bonito. They called it Fort Defiance, and put their horses out to graze on pastureland
long prized by Manuelito and his people. The soldier chief told the Navahos that the pastures
belonged to the fort, and ordered them to keep their animals away. Because there was no fencing,
the Navahos could not prevent their livestock from straying to the forbidden meadows. One
morning a company of mounted soldiers rode out of the fort and shot all the animals belonging to
the Navahos.

To replace their horses and mules, the Navahos raided the soldiers’ herds and supply trains.
The soldiers in turn began attacking bands of Navahos. In February, 1860, Manuelito led five
hundred warriors against the Army’s horse herd, which was grazing a few miles north of Fort
Defiance. The Navaho lances and arrows were no match for the well-armed soldier guard. They
suffered more than thirty casualties but captured only a few horses. During the following weeks,
Manuelito and his ally Barboncito built up a force of more than a thousand warriors, and in the
darkness of the early hours of April 30, they surrounded Fort Defiance. Two hours before dawn,
the Navahos attacked the fort from three sides. They were determined to wipe it off the face of
their land.

They came very near succeeding. With a rattle of fire from their few old Spanish guns, the



Navahos drove in the sentries and overran several buildings. As startled soldiers poured from their
barracks, they met showers of arrows, but after several minutes of confusion the soldiers formed
files and soon commenced a steady musket fire. When daylight came, the Navahos pulled back
into the hills, satisfied that they had taught the soldiers a good lesson.

The United States Army, however, considered the attack a challenge of the flag flying over
Fort Defiance, an act of war. A few weeks later Colonel Edward Richard Sprigg Canby, at the
head of six companies of cavalry and nine of infantry, was scouring the Chuska Mountains in
search of Manuelito’s hostiles. The troops marched through the redrock country until they wore
out their horses and almost died of thirst. Although they seldom saw any Navahos, the Indians
were there, harassing the column’s flanks but making no direct attacks. By the end of the year,
both sides grew weary of the foolish game. The soldiers were unable to punish the Navahos, and
the Navahos were unable to attend to their crops and livestock.

In January, 1861, Manuelito, Barboncito, Herrero Grande, Armijo, Delgadito, and other rico
leaders agreed to meet Colonel Canby at a new fort the soldiers were building thirty-five miles
southeast of Fort Defiance. The new fort was called Fort Fauntleroy in honor of a soldier chief. At
the end of the parleys with Canby, the Navahos chose Herrero Grande as head chief (February 21,
1861). The leaders agreed that it was best to live in peace, and Herrero Grande promised to drive
all ladrones from the tribe. Manuelito was not sure that this promise could be carried out, but he
signed his name to Canby’s paper. A prosperous stockraiser again, he believed in the virtues of
peace and honesty.

After the winter meeting at Fort Fauntleroy, there were several months of friendship between
the soldiers and the Navahos. Rumors reached the Indians of a big war somewhere far to the east,
a war between the white Americans of the North and South. They learned that some of Canby’s
soldiers had exchanged their bluecoats for Graycoats and gone East to fight against the Bluecoat
soldiers there. One of them was the Eagle Chief, Colonel Thomas Fauntleroy; his name was
blotted out, and now they called the post Fort Wingate.

In this time of friendship, the Navahos went often to Fort Fauntleroy (Wingate) to trade and
draw rations from their agent. Most of the soldiers made them welcome, and a custom grew up of
having horse races between the Navahos and the soldiers. All the Navahos looked forward to these
contests, and on racing days hundreds of men, women, and children would dress in their brightest
costumes and ride their finest ponies to Fort Wingate. On a crisp sunny morning in September
several races were run, but the special race of the day was scheduled at noon. It was to be between
Pistol Bullet (a name given Manuelito by the soldiers) on a Navaho pony, and a lieutenant on a

quarter horse. Many bets were made on this race—money, blankets, livestock, beads, whatever a



man had to use for a bet. The horses jumped off together, but in a few seconds everyone could see
that Pistol Bullet (Manuelito) was in trouble. He lost control of his pony, and it ran off the track.
Soon everyone knew that Pistol Bullet’s bridle rein had been slashed with a knife. The Navahos
went to the judges—who were all soldiers—and demanded that the race be run again. The judges
refused; they declared the lieutenant’s quarter horse was the winner. Immediately the soldiers

formed a victory parade for a march into the fort to collect their bets.

1. Manuelito, chief of the Navahos, painted by Julian Scott for the United States Census Bureau in 1891.

Infuriated by this trickery, the Navahos stormed after them, but the fort’s gates were
slammed shut in their faces. When a Navaho attempted to force an entrance, a sentinel shot him
dead.

What happened next was written down by a white soldier chief, Captain Nicholas Hodt:

The Navahos, squaws, and children ran in all directions and were shot and bayoneted. I
succeeded in forming about twenty men. ... I then marched out to the east side of the post;
there I saw a soldier murdering two little children and a woman. I hallooed immediately to
the soldier to stop. He looked up, but did not obey my order. I ran up as quick as I could, but
could not get there soon enough to prevent him from killing the two innocent children and
wounding severely the squaw. I ordered his belts to be taken off and taken prisoner to the
post. ... Meanwhile the colonel had given orders to the officer of the day to have the artillery
[mountain howitzers] brought out to open upon the Indians. The sergeant in charge of the

mountain howitzers pretended not to understand the order given, for he considered it as an



unlawful order; but being cursed by the officer of the day, and threatened, he had to execute
the order or else get himself in trouble. The Indians scattered all over the valley below the
post, attacked the post herd, wounded the Mexican herder, but did not succeed in getting any
stock; also attacked the expressman some ten miles from the post, took his horse and mail-
bag and wounded him in the arm. After the massacre there were no more Indians to be seen
about the post with the exception of a few squaws, favorites of the officers. The commanding
officer endeavored to make peace again with the Navahos by sending some of the favorite
squaws to talk with the chiefs; but the only satisfaction the squaws received was a good

flogging. 2

2. Juanita, wife of Manuelito, as a member of the Navaho delegation to Washington in 1874. Photo from the Smithsonian Institution.

After that day, September 22, 1861, it was a long time before there was friendship again
between white men and Navahos.

Meanwhile an army of Confederate Graycoats had marched into New Mexico and fought big
battles with the Bluecoats along the Rio Grande. Kit Carson, the Rope Thrower, was a leader of
the Bluecoats. Most of the Navahos trusted Rope Thrower Carson because he had always talked

one way to the Indians and they hoped to make peace with him when he was finished with the



Graycoats.

In the spring of 1862, however, many more Bluecoats came marching into New Mexico from
the west. They called themselves the California Column. Their General James Carleton wore stars
on his shoulders and was more powerful than the Eagle Chief, Carson. These Californians camped
along the Rio Grande Valley, but they had nothing to do because the Graycoats had all fled into
Texas.

The Navahos soon learned that Star Chief Carleton had a great hunger for their land and
whatever metal wealth might be hidden under it. “A princely realm,” he called it, “a magnificent
pastoral and mineral country.” As he had many soldiers with nothing to do but march around their
parade grounds rattling their guns, Carleton began looking about for Indians to fight. The
Navahos, he said, were “wolves that run through the mountains” and must be subdued.

Carleton turned his attention first to the Mescalero Apaches, who numbered less than a
thousand and lived in scattered bands between the Rio Grande and the Pecos. His plan was to kill
or capture all Mescaleros and then confine the survivors on a worthless reservation along the
Pecos. This would leave the rich Rio Grande Valley open for land claims and settlement by

American citizens. In September, 1862, he sent out an order:

There is to be no council held with the Indians, nor any talks. The men are to be slain
whenever and wherever they can be found. The women and children may be taken as

prisoners, but, of course, they are not to be killed. 3

This was not Kit Carson’s way of dealing with Indians, many of whom he counted as friends
from his trading days. He sent his soldiers into the mountains, but he also opened up lines of
communication with the Mescalero leaders. By late autumn he had arranged for five chiefs to visit
Santa Fe and negotiate with General Carleton. While en route to Santa Fe, two of the chiefs and
their escorts met a detachment of soldiers under command of a former saloonkeeper, Captain
James (Paddy) Graydon. Graydon pretended great friendship for the Mescaleros, giving them flour
and beef for their long journey. A short time later, near Gallina Springs, Graydon’s scouting party
came upon the Mescaleros again. What happened there is not clear, because no Mescalero
survived the incident. A white soldier chief, Major Arthur Morrison, reported briefly: “The
transaction was very strangely committed by Captain Graydon ... and from what I can learn he
deceived these Indians, going right into their camp and giving them liquor, afterwards shot them
down, they of course thinking him to come with friendly purposes, as he had given them flour,

beef, and provisions.”



The other three chiefs, Cadette, Chato, and Estrella, reached Santa Fe and assured General
Carleton that their people were at peace with the white men and wanted only to be left alone in
their mountains. “You are stronger than we,” Cadette said. “We have fought you so long as we had
rifles and powder; but your arms are better than ours. Give us like weapons and turn us loose, we
will fight you again; but we are worn-out; we have no more heart; we have no provisions, no means
to live; your troops are everywhere; our springs and water holes are either occupied or overlooked
by your young men. You have driven us from our last and best stronghold, and we have no more
heart. Do with us as may seem good to you, but do not forget we are men and braves.” 4

Carleton haughtily informed them that the only way the Mescaleros could achieve peace
would be to leave their country and go to the Bosque Redondo, the reservation he had prepared
for them on the Pecos. There they would be kept in confinement by soldiers at a new military post
called Fort Sumner.

Outnumbered by the soldiers, unable to protect their women and children, and trusting in the
goodwill of Rope Thrower Carson, the Mescalero chiefs submitted to Carleton’s demands and
took their people into imprisonment at Bosque Redondo.

With some uneasiness, the Navahos had been watching Carleton’s quick and ruthless
conquest of their cousins, the Mescalero Apaches. In December, eighteen of the rico leaders—
including Delgadito and Barboncito, but not Manuelito—traveled to Santa Fe to see the general.
They told him they represented peaceful Navaho herdsmen and farmers who wanted no war. This
was the first time they had looked upon Star Chief Carleton. His face was hairy, his eyes were
fierce, and his mouth was that of a man without humor. He did not smile when he told Delgadito
and the others: “You can have no peace until you give other guarantees than your word that the
peace should be kept. Go home and tell your people so. I have no faith in your promises.” 2

By the spring of 1863, most of the Mescaleros had either fled to Mexico or been herded into
the Bosque Redondo. In April Carleton went to Fort Wingate “to gather information for a
campaign against the Navahos as soon as the grass starts sufficiently to support stock.” He
arranged a meeting with Delgadito and Barboncito near Cubero, and bluntly informed the chiefs
that the only way they could prove their peaceful intentions would be to take their people out of
the Navaho country and join the “contented” Mescaleros at Bosque Redondo. To this Barboncito
replied: “I will not go to the Bosque. I will never leave my country, not even if it means that I will
be killed.”

On June 23 Carleton set a deadline for Navaho removal to the Bosque Redondo. “Send for
Delgadito and Barboncito again,” he instructed the commanding officer at Fort Wingate, “and

repeat what I before told them, and tell them that I shall feel very sorry if they refuse to come in.



... Tell them they can have until the twentieth day of July of this year to come in—they and all
those who belong to what they call the peace party; that after that day every Navaho that is seen
will be considered as hostile and treated accordingly, that after that day the door now open will be
closed.” ¢ The twentieth of July came and went, but no Navahos volunteered to surrender.

In the meantime, Carleton had ordered Kit Carson to march his troops from the Mescalero
country to Fort Wingate and prepare for a war against the Navahos. Carson was reluctant; he
complained that he had volunteered to fight Confederate soldiers, not Indians, and he sent
Carleton a letter of resignation.

Kit Carson liked Indians. In the old days he had lived with them for months at a time without
seeing another white man. He had fathered a child by an Arapaho woman and had lived for a time
with a Cheyenne woman. But after he married Josefa, daughter of Don Francisco Jaramillo of
Taos, Carson had taken new roads, grown prosperous, and claimed land for a ranch. He discovered
that in New Mexico there was room at the top even for a rough, superstitious, illiterate mountain
man. He learned to read and write a few words, and although he was only five feet six inches tall,
his name touched the sky. Famous as he was, the Rope Thrower never overcame his awe of the
well-dressed, smooth-talking men at the top. In 1863 in New Mexico the biggest man at the top
was Star Chief Carleton. And so in the summer of that year Kit Carson withdrew his resignation
from the Army and went to Fort Wingate to take the field against the Navahos. Before the
campaign was over, his reports to Carleton were echoing the Manifest Destiny presumptions of the
arrogant man from whom he took orders.

The Navahos respected Carson as a fighter, but they had no use for his soldiers—the New
Mexico Volunteers. Many of them were Mexicans, and the Navahos had been chasing them out of
their country as long as anyone could remember. There were ten times as many Navahos as
Mescaleros, and they had the advantage of a vast and rugged country broken by deep canyons,
steep-banked arroyos, and precipice-flanked mesas. Their stronghold was Canyon de Chelly,
cutting westward for thirty miles from the Chuska Mountains. Narrowing in some places to fifty
yards, the canyon’s redrock walls rose a thousand feet or more, with overhanging ledges offering
excellent defensive positions against invaders. At points where the canyon widened to several
hundred yards, the Navahos grazed sheep and goats on pasturage, or raised corn, wheat, fruit, and
melons on cultivated soil. They were especially proud of their peach orchards, carefully tended
since the days of the Spaniards. Water flowed plentifully through the canyon for most of the year,
and there were enough cottonwood and box-elder trees to supply wood for fuel.

Even when they learned that Carson had marched a thousand soldiers to Pueblo Colorado

and had hired his old friends the Utes to serve as trackers, the Navahos were still scornful. The



chiefs reminded their people of how in the old days they had driven the Spaniards from their land.
“If the Americans come to take us, we will kill them,” the chiefs promised, but they took
precautions to secure the safety of their women and children. They knew the mercenary Utes
would try to make captives of them for sale to wealthy Mexicans.

Late in July Carson moved up to Fort Defiance, renamed it for the Indians’ old adversary
Canby, and began sending out reconnaissance detachments. He probably was not surprised that
few Navahos could be found. He knew that the only way to conquer them was to destroy their
crops and livestock—scorch their earth—and on July 25 he sent Major Joseph Cummings to bring
in all livestock that could be found and to harvest or burn all corn and wheat along the Bonito. As
soon as the Navahos discovered what Cummings was doing to their winter food supply, he became
a marked man. A short time later a Navaho marksman shot him out of his saddle, killing him
instantly. They also raided Carson’s corral near Fort Canby, recaptured some sheep and goats, and
stole the Rope Thrower’s favorite horse.

General Carleton was far more nettled by such incidents than Carson, who had lived with
Indians long enough to appreciate bold retorts. On August 18 the general decided to “stimulate the
zeal” of his troops by posting prize money for captured Navaho livestock. He offered to pay
twenty dollars for “every sound, serviceable horse or mule,” and one dollar per head for sheep
brought in to the commissary at Fort Canby.

As the soldiers’ pay was less than twenty dollars per month, the bounty offer did stimulate
them, and some of the men extended it to the few Navahos they were able to kill. To prove their
soldierly abilities, they began cutting off the knot of hair fastened by a red string which the
Navahos wore on their heads. The Navahos could not believe that Kit Carson condoned scalping,
which they considered a barbaric custom introduced by the Spaniards. (The Europeans may or
may not have introduced scalping to the New World, but the Spanish, French, Dutch, and English
colonists made the custom popular by offering bounties for scalps of their respective enemies.)

Although Carson continued his steady destruction of grain fields, of bean and pumpkin
patches, he was moving too slowly to suit General Carleton. In September Carleton ordered that
thenceforth every Navaho male was to be killed or taken prisoner on sight. He wrote out for
Carson the exact words he was to use to captured Navahos: “Say to them—‘'Go to the Bosque
Redondo, or we will pursue and destroy you. We will not make peace with you on any other terms.
... This war shall be pursued against you if it takes years, now that we have begun, until you cease
to exist or move. There can be no other talk on the subject.”

About this same time the general was writing War Department headquarters in Washington,

demanding an additional regiment of cavalry. More soldiers were needed, he said, because of a



new gold strike not far west of the Navaho country, troops sufficient “to whip the Indians and to
protect the people going to and at the mines. ... Providence has indeed blessed us ... the gold lies
here at our feet to be had by the mere picking of it up!” Z

Under Carleton’s obsessive prodding, Kit Carson accelerated his scorched-earth program,
and by autumn had destroyed most of the herds and grain between Fort Canby and Canyon de
Chelly. On October 17 two Navahos appeared under a truce flag at Fort Wingate. One of them
was El Sordo, emissary for his brothers Delgadito and Barboncito and their five hundred
followers. Their food supply was gone, El Sordo said; they were reduced to eating pifion nuts.
They were almost naked of clothing and blankets, and were too fearful of soldiers’ scouting parties
to build fires for warmth. They did not wish to go far away to the Bosque, but would build hogans
nearby Fort Wingate, where they would always be under the eyes of the soldiers as peaceful
Indians. In nine days Delgadito and Barboncito would come with the five hundred. The chiefs
would be willing to go to Santa Fe to see the Star Chief and sue for peace.

Captain Rafael Chacon, commanding Fort Wingate, posted the compromise offer to General
Carleton, who replied: “The Navaho Indians have no choice in the matter; they must come in and
go to the Bosque Redondo, or remain in their own country, at war.” &

Having no choice in the matter, and burdened with women and children suffering from cold
and starvation, Delgadito surrendered. Barboncito, El Sordo, and many of the warriors waited in
the mountains to see what would happen to their people.

Those who had surrendered were sent to the Bosque Redondo, but Carleton arranged for the
first captives to be given special treatment—the best rations, the best shelters—on the journey and
upon arrival at the Bosque. Forbidding as was that barren plain on the Pecos, Delgadito was
impressed by the kindness of his captors. When the Star Chief informed him that he could return
to Fort Wingate with his family if he would persuade other Navaho leaders that life at the Bosque
was better than starvation and freezing, Delgadito agreed to go. At the same time, the general
ordered Kit Carson to invade Canyon de Chelly, destroy food and livestock, and kill or capture the
Navahos in that last stronghold.

In preparation for the Chelly campaign, Carson assembled a pack herd to carry supplies, but
on December 13 Barboncito and his warriors swooped down on the herd and ran the mules off to
the canyon, where they could be used as a winter meat supply. Carson sent two detachments of
soldiers in pursuit, but the Navahos divided into several small parties and escaped under cover of a
heavy snowstorm. Lieutenant Donaciano Montoya’s cavalrymen stumbled upon a small camp,
charged it, drove the Navahos into a cedar brake, and captured thirteen women and children. The

lieutenant reported: “Indian was shot through the right side but succeeded in escaping through the



tangled underwood. His son, a little boy of ten years old and very intelligent for an Indian, was
taken a short time afterwards, and reported that his father died amongst the rocks in a neighboring
arroyo.”

With no mules for packing supplies, Kit Carson now informed General Carleton that the
Canyon de Chelly expedition would have to be delayed. The general promptly replied: “You will
not delay the expedition on account of lack of transportation. You will have the men carry their
blankets and, if necessary, three or four days’ rations in haversacks.” 2

On January 6, 1864, the soldiers marched out of Fort Canby. Captain Albert Pfeiffer led a
small force, which was to enter the east end of Canyon de Chelly. Kit Carson led a larger force,
which was to enter the west end. Six inches of snow lay on the ground, temperature was below
freezing, and the marching was slow.

A week later Pfeiffer entered the canyon. From rims and ledges hundreds of half-starved
Navahos hurled stones, pieces of wood, and Spanish curses upon the heads of the soldiers. But
they could not stop them. Pfeiffer’s men destroyed hogans, food caches, and livestock; they killed
three Navahos who came within range of their muskets, found two elderly Navahos frozen to
death, and captured nineteen women and children.

Carson meanwhile had established a camp at the west end and was scouting the canyon from
the rims. On January 12; one of his patrols encountered a band of Navahos, killing eleven of
them. Two days later the two commands linked up. The entire canyon had been traversed without
a major fight.

That evening three Navahos approached the soldiers’ camp under a truce flag. Their people
were starving and freezing, they told Carson. They chose to surrender rather than die. “You have
until tomorrow morning,” Carson replied. “After that time my soldiers will hunt you down.” Next
morning, sixty ragged and emaciated Navahos arrived at the camp and surrendered.

Before returning to Fort Canby, Carson ordered complete destruction of Navaho properties
within the canyon—including their fine peach orchards, more than five thousand trees. The
Navahos could forgive the Rope Thrower for fighting them as a soldier, for making prisoners of
them, even for destroying their food supplies, but the one act they never forgave him for was
cutting down their beloved peach trees.

During the next few weeks as news of the soldiers’ entry into Canyon de Chelly spread
through the hidden camps of the Navahos, the people lost heart. “We fought for that country
because we did not want to lose it,” Manuelito said afterward. “We lost nearly everything. ... The
American nation is too powerful for us to fight. When we had to fight for a few days we felt fresh,

but in a short time we were worn out and the soldiers starved us out.” 10



On January 31 Delgadito with his reassurances of conditions at Bosque Redondo persuaded
680 more Navahos to surrender at Fort Wingate. Severe winter weather and lack of food forced
others to come into Fort Canby. By mid-February 1.200 were there, hungry and destitute. The
Army issued them scanty rations, and the very old and the very young began to die. On February
21 Herrero Grande came in with his band, and the numbers rose to 1,500. By early March three
thousand had surrendered at both forts, and the trails to the north were filled with fearful Navahos
approaching over the frozen snow. But the rico chiefs, Manuelito, Barboncito, and Armijo, refused
to quit. With their people they stayed in the mountains, still determined not to surrender.

During March the Long Walk of the Navahos to Fort Sumner and the Bosque Redondo was
set in motion. The first contingent of 1,430 reached Fort Sumner on March 13; ten died en route;
three children were kidnapped, probably by Mexicans among the soldier escort.

Meanwhile a second group of 2,400 had left Fort Canby, their numbers already reduced by
126 who had died at the fort. The long caravan included 30 wagons, 3,000 sheep, and 473 horses.
The Navahos had the fortitude to bear freezing weather, hunger, dysentery, jeers of the soldiers,
and the hard three-hundred-mile journey, but they could not bear the homesickness, the loss of
their land. They wept, and 197 of them died before they reached their cruel destination.

On March 20 eight hundred more Navahos left Fort Canby, most of them women, children,
and old men. The Army supplied them only twenty-three wagons. “On the second day’s march,”
the officer in command reported, “a very severe snowstorm set in which lasted for four days with
unusual severity, and occasioned great suffering amongst the Indians, many of whom were nearly
naked and of course unable to withstand such a storm.” When they reached Los Pinos, below
Albuquerque, the Army commandeered the wagons for other use, and the Navahos had to camp in
the open. By the time the journey could be resumed, several children had vanished. “At this
place,” a lieutenant commented, “officers who have Indians in charge will have to exercise
extreme vigilance, or the Indians’ children will be stolen from them and sold.” This contingent
reached the Bosque on May 11, 1864. “I left Fort Canby with 800 and received 146 en route to
Fort Sumner, making about 946 in all. Of this number about 110 died.”

Late in April one of the holdout chiefs, Armijo, appeared at Fort Canby and informed the
post commander (Captain Asa Carey) that Manuelito would arrive in a few days with Navahos
who had spent the winter far to the north along the Little Colorado and San Juan. Armijo’s band
of more than four hundred came in a few days later, but Manuelito halted his people a few miles
away at a place called Quelitas and sent a messenger to inform the soldier chief that he would like
to have a talk with him. During the parley which followed, Manuelito said that his people wished

to stay near the fort, plant their grain crops, and graze their sheep as they had always done.



“There 1s but one place for you,” Captain Carey replied, “and that is to go to the Bosque.”

“Why must we go to the Bosque?” Manuelito asked. “We have never stolen or murdered, and
have at all times kept the peace we promised General Canby.” He added that his people feared
they were being collected at the Bosque so the soldiers could shoot them down as they had at Fort
Fauntleroy in 1861. Carey assured him that this was not so, but Manuelito said he would not
surrender his people until he had talked with his old friend Herrero Grande or some of the other
Navaho leaders who had been at the Bosque.

When General Carleton heard that there was a chance of Manuelito surrendering, he sent
four carefully chosen Navahos from the Bosque (but not Herrero Grande) to use their influence on
the reluctant war chief. They did not convince Manuelito. One June night after they had talked,
Manuelito and his band vanished from Quelitas and went back to their hiding places along the
Little Colorado.

In September he heard that his old ally Barboncito had been captured in the Canyon de
Chelly. Now he, Manuelito, was the last of the rico holdouts, and he knew the soldiers would be
looking everywhere for him.

During the autumn, Navahos who had escaped from the Bosque Redondo began returning to
their homeland with frightening accounts of what was happening to the people there. It was a
wretched land, they said. The soldiers prodded them with bayonets and herded them into adobe-
walled compounds where the soldier chiefs were always counting them and putting numbers down
in little books. The soldier chiefs promised them clothing and blankets and better food, but their
promises were never kept. All the cottonwood and mesquite had been cut down, so that only roots
were left for firewood. To shelter themselves from rain and sun they had to dig holes in the sandy
ground, and cover and line them with mats of woven grass. They lived like prairie dogs in
burrows. With a few tools the soldiers gave them they broke the soil of the Pecos bottomlands and
planted grain, but floods and droughts and insects killed the crops, and now everyone was on half-
rations. Crowded together as they were, disease had begun to take a toll of the weaker ones. It was
a bad place, and although escape was difficult and dangerous under the watchful eyes of the
soldiers, many were risking their lives to get away.

Meanwhile, Star Chief Carleton had persuaded the Vicario of Santa Fe to sing a Te Deum in
celebration of the Army’s successful removal of the Navahos to the Bosque, and the general
described the place to his superiors in Washington as “a fine reservation ... there is no reason why
they [the Navahos] will not be the most happy and prosperous and well-provided-for Indians in the
United States. ... At all events ... we can feed them cheaper than we can fight them.”

In the eyes of the Star Chief, his prisoners were only mouths and bodies. “These six thousand



mouths must eat, and these six thousand bodies must be clothed. When it is considered what a
magnificent pastoral and mineral country they have surrendered to us—a country whose value can
hardly be estimated—the mere pittance, in comparison, which must at once be given to support
them, sinks into insignificance as a price for their natural heritage.”

And no advocate of Manifest Destiny ever phrased his support of that philosophy more
unctuously than he: “The exodus of this whole people from the land of their fathers is not only an
interesting but a touching sight. They have fought us gallantly for years on years; they have
defended their mountains and their stupendous canyons with a heroism which any people might be
proud to emulate; but when, at length, they found it was their destiny, too, as it had been that of
their brethren, tribe after tribe, away back toward the rising of the sun, to give way to the
insatiable progress of our race, they threw down their arms, and, as brave men entitled to our
admiration and respect, have come to us with confidence in our magnanimity, and feeling that we
are too powerful and too just a people to repay that confidence with meanness or neglect—feeling
that having sacrificed to us their beautiful country, their homes, the associations of their lives, the
scenes rendered classic in their traditions, we will not dole out to them a miser’s pittance in return
for what they know to be and what we know to be a princely realm.” 11

Manuelito had not thrown down his arms, however, and he was too important a chief for
General Carleton to permit such incorrigibility to continue unchallenged. In February, 1865,
Navaho runners from Fort Wingate brought Manuelito a message from the Star Chief, a warning
that he and his band would be hunted down to the death unless they came in peaceably before
spring. “I am doing no harm to anyone,” Manuelito told the messengers. “I will not leave my
country. I intend to die here.” But he finally agreed to talk again with some of the chiefs who were
at the Bosque Redondo.

In late February, Herrero Grande and five other Navaho leaders from the Bosque arranged to
meet Manuelito near the Zuni trading post. The weather was cold, and the land was covered with
deep snow. After embracing his old friends, Manuelito led them back into the hills where his
people were hidden. Only about a hundred men, women, and children were left of Manuelito’s
band; they had a few horses and a few sheep. “Here is all I have in the world,” Manuelito said.
“See what a trifling amount. You see how poor they are. My children are eating palmilla roots.”
After a pause he added that his horses were in no condition for travel to the Bosque. Herrero
replied that he had no authority to extend the time set for him to surrender, and he warned
Manuelito in a friendly way that he would be risking the lives of his people if he did not come in
and surrender. Manuelito wavered. He said he would surrender for the sake of the women and

children; then he added that he would need three months to get his livestock in order. Finally he



declared flatly that he could not leave his country.

“My God and my mother live in the West, and I will not leave them. It is a tradition of my
people that we must never cross the three rivers—the Grande, the San Juan, the Colorado. Nor
could I leave the Chuska Mountains. I was born there. I shall remain. I have nothing to lose but my
life, and that they can come and take whenever they please, but I will not move. I have never done
any wrong to the Americans or the Mexicans. I have never robbed. If I am killed, innocent blood
will be shed.”

Herrero said to him: “I have done all I could for your benefit; have given you the best advice;
I now leave you as if your grave were already made.” 12

In Santa Fe a few days later Herrero Grande informed General Carleton of Manuelito’s
defiant stand. Carleton’s response was a harsh order to the commander at Fort Wingate: “I
understand if Manuelito ... could be captured his band would doubtless come in; and that if you
could make certain arrangements with the Indians at the Zuni village, where he frequently comes
on a visit and to trade, they would cooperate with you in his capture. ... Try hard to get
Manuelito. Have him securely ironed and carefully guarded. It will be a mercy to others whom he
controls to capture or kill him at once. I prefer he should be captured. If he attempts to escape ...
he will be shot down.” 13

But Manuelito was too clever to fall into Carleton’s trap at Zuni, and he managed to avoid
capture through the spring and summer of 1865. Late in the summer Barboncito and several of his
warriors escaped from Bosque Redondo; they were said to be in the Apache country of Sierra del
Escadello. So many Navahos were slipping away from the reservation that Carleton posted
permanent guards for forty miles around Fort Sumner. In August the general ordered the post
commander to kill every Navaho found off the reservation without a pass.

When the Bosque’s grain crops failed again in the autumn of 1865, the Army issued the
Navahos meal, flour, and bacon which had been condemned as unfit for soldiers to eat. Deaths
began to rise again, and so did the number of attempted escapes.

Although General Carleton was being openly criticized now by New Mexicans for conditions
at Bosque Redondo, he continued to hunt down Navahos. At last, on September 1, 1866, the chief
he wanted most—Manuelito—limped into Fort Wingate with twenty-three beaten warriors and
surrendered. They were all in rags, their bodies emaciated. They still wore leather bands on their
wrists for protection from the slaps of bowstrings, but they had no war bows, no arrows. One of
Manuelito’s arms hung useless at his side from a wound. A short time later Barboncito came in
with twenty-one followers and surrendered for the second time. Now there were no more war

chiefs.



Ironically, only eighteen days after Manuelito surrendered, General Carleton was removed
from command of the Army’s Department of New Mexico. The Civil War, which had brought
Star Chief Carleton to power, had been over for more than a year, and the New Mexicans had had
enough of him and his pompous ways.

When Manuelito arrived at the Bosque a new superintendent was there, A. B. Norton. The
superintendent examined the soil on the reservation and pronounced it unfit for cultivation of grain
because of the presence of alkali. “The water is black and brackish, scarcely bearable to the taste,
and said by the Indians to be unhealthy, because one-fourth of their population have been swept
off by disease.” The reservation, Norton added, had cost the government millions of dollars. “The
sooner it is abandoned and the Indians removed, the better. I have heard it suggested that there
was speculation at the bottom of it. ... Do you expect an Indian to be satisfied and contented
deprived of the common comforts of life, without which a white man would not be contented
anywhere? Would any sensible man select a spot for a reservation for 8,000 Indians where the
water is scarcely bearable, where the soil is poor and cold, and where the muskite [mesquite] roots
12 miles distant are the only wood for the Indians to use? ... If they remain on this reservation
they must always be held there by force, and not from choice. O! let them go back, or take them to
where they can have good cool water to drink, wood plenty to keep them from freezing to death,
and where the soil will produce something for them to eat. ...” 14

For two years a steady stream of investigators and officials from Washington paraded through
the reservation. Some were genuinely compassionate; some were mainly concerned with reducing
expenditures.

“We were there for a few years,” Manuelito remembered. “Many of our people died from the
climate. ... People from Washington held a council with us. He explained how the whites
punished those who disobeyed the law. We promised to obey the laws if we were permitted to get
back to our own country. We promised to keep the treaty. ... We promised four times to do so.
We all said ‘yes’ to the treaty, and he gave us good advice. He was General Sherman.”

When the Navaho leaders first saw the Great Warrior Sherman they were fearful of him
because his face was the same as Star Chief Carleton’s—fierce and hairy with a cruel mouth—but
his eyes were different, the eyes of a man who had suffered and knew the pain of it in others.

“We told him we would try to remember what he said,” Manuelito recalled. “He said: ‘I want
all you people to look at me.” He stood up for us to see him. He said if we would do right we could
look people in the face. Then he said: ‘My children, I will send you back to your homes.”

Before they could leave, the chiefs had to sign the new treaty (June 1, 1868), which began:

“From this day forward all war between the parties to this agreement shall forever cease.”



Barboncito signed first, then Armijo, Delgadito, Manuelito, Herrero Grande, and seven others.
“The nights and days were long before it came time for us to go to our homes,” Manuelito
said. “The day before we were to start we went a little way towards home, because we were so
anxious to start. We came back and the Americans gave us a little stock and we thanked them for
that. We told the drivers to whip the mules, we were in such a hurry. When we saw the top of the
mountain from Albuquerque we wondered if it was our mountain, and we felt like talking to the
ground, we loved it so, and some of the old men and women cried with joy when they reached

their homes.” 12
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3. A Navaho warrior of the 1860’s. Photographed by John Gaw Meem and reproduced by permission of the Denver Art Museum.

And so the Navahos came home. When the new reservation lines were surveyed, much of
their best pastureland was taken away for the white settlers. Life would not be easy. They would
have to struggle to endure. Bad as it was, the Navahos would come to know that they were the

least unfortunate of all the western Indians. For the others, the ordeal had hardly begun.



In a sacred manner
I live.

To the heavens

I gazed.

In a sacred manner I live.

My horses

Are many.
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THREE
Little Crow’s War

1862—April 6, General Grant defeats Confederates in Battle of Shiloh. May 6, Henry D.
Thoreau dies at age 45. May 20, Congress passes Homestead Act, granting 160 acres of
western land to settlers at $1.25 per acre. July 2, Congress passes Morrill Act for creation of
land-grant colleges. July 10, construction of Central Pacific Railroad begins. August 30,
Union Army defeated in Second Battle of Bull Run. September 17, Confederate Army
defeated at Antietam. September 22, Lincoln declares all slaves free from January 1, 1863.
October 13, in Germany, Bismarck delivers “blood-and-iron” speech. December 13, Union
Army suffers severe losses and defeat at Fredericksburg; nation plunged into gloom; some
Army units near mutiny as they go into winter quarters. December 29, General Sherman
defeated at Chickasaw Bayou. Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables and Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons
published.

1863—April 2, bread riot in Richmond, Virginia. May 2—4, Confederates win victory at
Chancellorsville. July 1-3, Union Army defeats Confederates at Gettysburg. July 4,
Vicksburg falls to Grant’s army. July 11, drafting of soldiers for Union Army begins. July
13-17, several hundred lives lost in New York City draft riots; other riots occur in many
cities. July 15, President Davis orders first conscriptions for Confederate service. September
5, bread riots in Mobile; value of Confederate dollar drops to eight cents. October 1, five
Russian war vessels enter port of New York and are warmly received. November 24-25,
Confederates defeated at Chattanooga. December 8, President Lincoln offers amnesty to

Confederates willing to return allegiance to the Union.

The whites were always trying to make the Indians give up their life and live like white
men—_go to farming, work hard and do as they did—and the Indians did not know how to do
that, and did not want to anyway. ... If the Indians had tried to make the whites live like them,

the whites would have resisted, and it was the same way with many Indians.

—WAMDITANKA (BIG EAGLE) OF THE SANTEE SIOUX



ALMOST A THOUSAND miles north of the Navaho country and at this same time of the white men’s
great Civil War, the Santee Sioux were losing their homeland forever. The Santees were of four
divisions—the Mdewkantons, Wahpetons, Wahpekutes, and Sissetons. They were woodland Sioux
but kept close ties and shared a strong tribal pride with their blood brothers of the prairies, the
Yanktons and the Tetons. The Santees were the “people of the farther end,” the frontier guardians
of the Sioux domain.

During the ten years preceding the Civil War, more than 150,000 white settlers pushed into
Santee country, thus collapsing the left flank of the once “permanent Indian frontier.” As the
result of two deceptive treaties, the woodland Sioux surrendered nine-tenths of their land and were
crowded into a narrow strip of territory along the Minnesota River. From the beginning, agents
and traders had hovered around them like buzzards around the carcasses of slaughtered buffalo,
systematically cheating them out of the greater part of the promised annuities for which they had
been persuaded to give up their lands.

“Many of the white men often abused the Indians and treated them unkindly,” Big Eagle
said. “Perhaps they had excuse, but the Indians did not think so. Many of the whites always
seemed to say by their manner when they saw an Indian, ‘T am better than you,” and the Indians did
not like this. There was excuse for this, but the Dakotas [Sioux] did not believe there were better
men in the world than they. Then some of the white men abused the Indian women in a certain
way and disgraced them, and surely there was no excuse for that. All these things made many
Indians dislike the whites.” 1

In the summer of 1862 everything seemed to go badly between the Santees and the white
men. Most of the wild game was gone from the reservation land, and when the Indians crossed
into their old hunting grounds now claimed by white settlers, there was often trouble. For the
second year running, the Indians’ crop yields were poor, and many of them had to go to the agency
traders to obtain food on credit. The Santees had learned to hate the credit system because they
had no control over the accounts. When their annuities came from Washington, the traders held
first claim on the money, and whatever amount the traders claimed in their accounts, government
agents would pay them. Some of the Santees had learned to keep accounts, and although their
records might be less by many dollars than the traders’ accounts, the government agents would not
accept them.

Ta-oya-te-duta (Little Crow) became very angry with the traders during the summer of 1862.
Little Crow was a chief of the Mdewkantons, as had been his father and grandfather before him.
He was sixty years old and always wore long-sleeved garments to cover his lower arms and wrists,

which were withered as the result of badly healed wounds received in battle during his youth.



Little Crow had signed both the treaties that tricked his people out of their land and the money
promised for the land. He had been to Washington to see the Great Father. President Buchanan;
he had exchanged his breechclouts and blankets for trousers and brass-buttoned jackets; he had
joined the Episcopal Church, built a house, and started a farm. But during the summer of 1862
Little Crow’s disillusionment was turning to anger.

In July several thousand Santees assembled at the Upper Agency on Yellow Medicine River
to collect their annuities, which were pledged by the treaties, so that they might exchange them for
food. The money did not arrive, and there were rumors that the Great Council (Congress) in
Washington had expended all their gold fighting the great Civil War and could not send any money
to the Indians. Because their people were starving, Little Crow and some of the other chiefs went
to their agent, Thomas Galbraith, and asked why they could not be issued food from the agency
warehouse, which was filled with provisions. Galbraith replied that he could not do this until the
money arrived, and he brought up a hundred soldiers to guard the warehouse. On August 4 five
hundred Santees surrounded the soldiers while others broke into the warehouse and began
carrying out sacks of flour. The white soldier chief, Timothy Sheehan, sympathized with the
Santees. Instead of firing upon them he persuaded agent Galbraith to issue pork and flour to the
Indians and await payment until the money arrived. After Galbraith did this, the Santees went
away peacefully. Little Crow did not leave, however, until the agent promised to issue similar
amounts of food to the Santees at the Lower Agency, thirty miles downriver at Redwood.

Although Little Crow’s village was near the Lower Agency, Galbraith kept him waiting
several days before arranging a council at Redwood for August 15. Early that morning Little Crow
and several hundred hungry Mdewkantons assembled, but it was obvious from the beginning that
Galbraith and the four traders at the Lower Agency had no intention of issuing food from their
stores before arrival of the annuity funds.

Angered by yet another broken promise, Little Crow arose, faced Galbraith, and spoke for
his people: “We have waited a long time. The money is ours, but we cannot get it. We have no
food, but here are these stores, filled with food. We ask that you, the agent, make some
arrangement by which we can get food from the stores, or else we may take our own way to keep
ourselves from starving. When men are hungry they help themselves.” 2

Instead of replying, Galbraith turned to the traders and asked them what they would do.
Trader Andrew Myrick declared contemptuously: “So far as I am concerned, if they are hungry let
them eat grass or their own dung.” 3

For a moment the circle of Indians was silent. Then came an outburst of angry shouts, and as
one man the Santees arose and left the council.



4. Little Crow, or Tshe-ton Wa-ka-wa Ma-ni, the Hawk That Hunts Walking. From a photograph taken in 1858 by A. Zeno Shindler,

courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution.

The words of Andrew Myrick angered all the Santees, but to Little Crow they were like hot
blasts upon his already seared emotions. For years he had tried to keep the treaties, to follow the
advice of the white men and lead his people on their road. It seemed now that he had lost
everything. His own people were losing faith in him, blaming him for their misfortunes, and now
the agents and traders had turned against him. Earlier that summer the Lower Agency
Mdewkantons had accused Little Crow of betraying them when he signed away their lands by
treaties. They had elected Traveling Hail to be their speaker in place of Little Crow. If Little Crow
could have persuaded agent Galbraith and the traders to give his people food, they would have
respected him again, but he had failed.

In the old days he could have regained leadership by going to war, but the treaties pledged
him not to engage in hostilities with either the white men or other tribes. Why was it, he
wondered, that the Americans talked so much of peace between themselves and the Indians, and
between Indians and Indians, and yet they themselves waged such a savage war with the Graycoats
that they had no money left to pay their small debts to the Santees? He knew that some of the

young men in his band were talking openly of war with the white men, a war to drive them out of



the Minnesota Valley. It was a good time to fight the whites, they said, because so many Bluecoat
soldiers were away fighting the Graycoats. Little Crow considered such talk foolish; he had been
to the East and seen the power of the Americans. They were everywhere like locusts and destroyed
their enemies with great thundering cannon. War upon the white men was unthinkable.

On Sunday, August 17, Little Crow attended the Episcopal Church at the Lower Agency and
listened to a sermon delivered by the Reverend Samuel Hinman. At the conclusion of services, he
shook hands with the other worshipers and returned to his house, which was two miles upriver
from the agency.

Late that night Little Crow was awakened by the sound of many voices and the noisy entry of
several Santees into his sleeping room. He recognized the voice of Shakopee. Something very
important, something very bad, had happened. Shakopee, Mankato, Medicine Bottle, and Big
Eagle all had come, and they said Wabasha would soon arrive for a council.

Four young men of Shakopee’s band who were hungry for food had crossed the river that
sunny afternoon to hunt in the Big Woods, and something very bad had happened there. Big Eagle
told about it: “They came to a settler’s fence, and here they found a hen’s nest with some eggs in it.
One of them took the eggs, when another said: ‘Don’t take them, for they belong to a white man
and we may get into trouble.” The other was angry, for he was very hungry and wanted to eat the
eggs, and he dashed them to the ground and replied: “You are a coward. You are afraid of the
white man. You are afraid to take even an egg from him, though you are half-starved. Yes, you are
a coward, and I will tell everybody so.” The other replied: I am not a coward. I am not afraid of the
white man, and to show you that I am not I will go to the house and shoot him. Are you brave
enough to go with me?” The one who had called him coward said: “Yes, I will go with you, and we
will see who is the braver of us two.” Their two companions then said: “We will go with you, and
we will be brave, too.” They all went to the house of the white man, but he got alarmed and went
to another house where there were some other white men and women. The four Indians followed
them and killed three men and two women. Then they hitched up a team belonging to another
settler and drove to Shakopee’s camp ... and told what they had done.” 4

On hearing of the murders of the white people, Little Crow rebuked the four young men, and
then sarcastically asked Shakopee and the others why they had come to him for advice when they
had chosen Traveling Hail to be their spokesman. The leaders assured Little Crow that he was still
their war chief. No Santee’s life would be safe now after these killings, they said. It was the white
man’s way to punish all Indians for the crimes of one or a few; the Santees might as well strike
first instead of waiting for the soldiers to come and kill them. It would be better to fight the white

men now while they were fighting among themselves far to the south.



Little Crow rejected their arguments. The white men were too powerful, he said. Yet he
admitted the settlers would exact bitter vengeance because women had been killed. Little Crow’s
son, who was present, said later that his father’s face grew haggard and great beads of sweat stood
out on his forehead.

At last one of the young braves cried out: “Ta-oya-te-duta [Little Crow] is a coward!”

“Coward” was the word that had started the killings, the challenge to the young boy who was
afraid to take the white man’s eggs even when he was starving. “Coward” was not a word that a
Sioux chief could take lightly, even though he was halfway on the white man’s road.

Little Crow’s reply (as remembered by his young son) : “Ta-oya-te-duta is not a coward, and
he is not a fool! When did he run away from his enemies? When did he leave his braves behind
him on the warpath and turn back to his tepee? When he ran away from your enemies, he walked
behind on your trail with his face to the Ojibways and covered your backs as a she-bear covers her
cubs! Is Ta-oya-te-duta without scalps? Look at his war feathers! Behold the scalp locks of your
enemies hanging there on his lodgepoles! Do you call him a coward? Ta-oya-te-duta is not a
coward, and he is not a fool. Braves, you are like little children; you know not what you are doing.

“You are full of the white man’s devil water. You are like dogs in the Hot Moon when they
run mad and snap at their own shadows. We are only little herds of buffalo left scattered; the great
herds that once covered the prairies are no more. See!—the white men are like the locusts when
they fly so thick that the whole sky is a snowstorm. You may kill one—two—ten; yes, as many as
the leaves in the forest yonder, and their brothers will not miss them. Kill one—two—ten, and ten
times ten will come to kill you. Count your fingers all day long and white men with guns in their
hands will come faster than you can count.

“Yes; they fight among themselves—away off. Do you hear the thunder of their big guns?
No; it would take you two moons to run down to where they are fighting, and all the way your path
would be among white soldiers as thick as tamaracks in the swamps of the Ojibways. Yes; they
fight among themselves, but if you strike at them they will all turn on you and devour you and
your women and little children just as the locusts in their time fall on the trees and devour all the
leaves in one day.

“You are fools. You cannot see the face of your chief; your eyes are full of smoke. You
cannot hear his voice; your ears are full of roaring waters. Braves, you are little children—you are
fools. You will die like the rabbits when the hungry wolves hunt them in the Hard Moon of
January.

“Ta-oya-te-duta is not a coward; he will die with you.” 2

Big Eagle then spoke for peace, but he was shouted down. Ten years of abuse by white men



—the broken treaties, the lost hunting grounds, the unkept promises, the undelivered annuities,
their hunger for food while the agency warehouses overflowed with it, the insulting words of
Andrew Myrick—all rose up to put the murders of the white settlers into the background.

Little Crow sent messengers upstream to summon the Wahpetons and Sissetons to join in the
war. The women were awakened and began to run bullets while the warriors cleaned their guns.

“Little Crow gave orders to attack the agency early next morning and to kill all the traders,”
Big Eagle said afterward. “The next morning, when the force started to attack the agency, I went
along. I did not lead my band, and I took no part in the killing. I went to save the lives of two
particular friends if I could. I think others went for the same reason, for nearly every Indian had a
friend he did not want killed; of course he did not care about anybody’s else friend. The killing
was nearly all done when I got there. Little Crow was on the ground directing operations. ... Mr.
Andrew Myrick, a trader, with an Indian wife, had refused some hungry Indians credit a short
time before when they asked him for some provisions. He said to them: ‘Go and eat grass.” Now he
was lying on the ground dead, with his mouth stuffed full of grass, and the Indians were saying
tauntingly: ‘Myrick is eating grass himself.” ©

The Santees killed twenty men, captured ten women and children, emptied the warehouses of
provisions, and set the other buildings afire. The remaining forty-seven inhabitants (some of
whom were aided in their escapes by friendly Santees) fled across the river to Fort Ridgely,
thirteen miles downstream.

On the way to Fort Ridgely the survivors met a company of forty-five soldiers marching to
the aid of the agency. The Reverend Hinman, who the previous day had preached the last sermon
ever heard by Little Crow, warned the soldiers to turn back. The soldier chief, John Marsh,
refused to heed the warning and marched into a Santee ambush. Only twenty-four of his men
escaped alive to make their way back to the fort.

Encouraged by his first successes, Little Crow decided to attack the Soldiers’ House itself,
Fort Ridgely. Wabasha and his band had arrived, Mankato’s force had been increased by more
warriors, fresh allies were reported on their way from the Upper Agency, and Big Eagle could no
longer remain neutral while his people were at war.

During the night these chiefs and their several hundred warriors moved down the Minnesota
Valley and early on the morning of August 19 began assembling on the prairie west of the fort.
“The young men were all anxious to go,” said Lightning Blanket, one of the participants, “and we
dressed as warriors in war paint, breechclouts and leggings, with a large sash around us to keep
our food and ammunition in.” 7

When some of the untried young men saw the sturdy stone buildings of the Soldiers’ House



and the armed Bluecoats waiting there, they had second thoughts about attacking the place. On the
way down from the Lower Agency they had talked of how easy it would be to raid the village on
the Cottonwood, New Ulm. The town across the river was filled with stores to be looted, and no
soldiers were there. Why could they not do their fighting at New Ulm? Little Crow told them the
Santees were at war, and to be victorious they must defeat the Bluecoat soldiers. If they could
drive the soldiers from the valley, then all the white settlers would go away. The Santees could
gain nothing by killing a few white people at New Ulm.

But in spite of Little Crow’s scoldings and entreaties, the young men began to drift away
toward the river. Little Crow consulted with the other chiefs, and they decided to delay the assault
on Fort Ridgely until the next day.

That evening the young men returned from New Ulm. They had frightened the people there,
they said, but the town was too strongly defended, and besides, a bad lightning storm came out of
the sky in the afternoon. Big Eagle called them “marauding Indians” without a chief to lead them,
and that night they all agreed to stay together and attack Fort Ridgely the following morning.

“We started at sunrise,” Lightning Blanket said, “and crossed the river at the agency on the
ferry, following the road to the top of the hill below Faribault’s Creek, where we stopped for a
short rest. There the plans for attacking the fort were given out by Little Crow. ...

“After reaching the fort, the signal, three volleys, was to be given by Medicine Bottle’s men
to draw the attention and fire of the soldiers, so the men on the east (Big Eagle’s) and those on the
west and south (Little Crow’s and Shakopee’s) could rush in and take the fort.

“We reached the Three Mile Creek before noon and cooked something to eat. After eating
we separated, I going with the footmen to the north, and after leaving Little Crow we paid no
attention to the chiefs; everyone did as he pleased. Both parties reached the fort about the same
time, as we could see them passing to the west, Little Crow on a black pony. The signal, three
shots, was given by our side, Medicine Bottle’s men. After the signal the men on the east, south,
and west were slow in coming up. While shooting we ran up to the building near the big stone one.
As we were running in we saw the man with the big guns, whom we all knew, and as we were the
only ones in sight he shot into us, as he had gotten ready after hearing the shooting in our
direction. Had Little Crow’s men fired after we fired the signal, the soldiers who shot at us would
have been killed. Two of our men were killed and three hurt, two dying afterward. We ran back
into the creek and did not know whether the other men would come up close or not, but they did
and the big guns drove them back from that direction. If we had known that they would come up
close, we could have shot at the same time and killed all, as the soldiers were out in the big

opening between the buildings. We did not fight like white men with one officer; we all shot as we



pleased. The plan of rushing into the buildings was given up, and we shot at the windows, mostly
at the big stone building, as we thought many of the whites were in there.

“We could not see them, so were not sure we were killing any. During the shooting we tried
to set fire to the buildings with fire arrows, but the buildings would not burn, so we had to get
more powder and bullets. The sun was about two hours high when we went around to the west of
the fort, and decided to go back to Little Crow’s village and come and keep up the fighting next
day. ...

“There were about four hundred Indians in this attack; no women were along. They all stayed
at Little Crow’s village. The cooking was done by boys ten to fifteen years of age, too young to
fight.” &

That evening in the village, both Little Crow and Big Eagle were low in spirits because they
had not been able to take the Soldiers’ House. Big Eagle opposed another attack. The Santees did
not have enough warriors to storm the soldiers’ big guns, he said. They would lose too many men
if they made another attack. Little Crow said he would decide later what to do. Meanwhile
everyone should go to work making as many bullets as possible; there was plenty of gunpowder
left from the agency storehouse.

Later in the evening the situation changed. Four hundred Wahpeton and Sisseton warriors
came in from the Upper Agency and offered to join the Mdewkantons in their war against the
white men. Little Crow was elated. The Santee Sioux were united again, eight hundred strong,
surely enough warriors to take Fort Ridgely. He called a war council and issued strict orders for
the next day’s fighting. This time they must not fail.

“Early on August 22 we started,” Lightning Blanket said, “but the grass was wet with dew,
more than on the day of the first attack, so the sun was quite high before we traveled very far and
it was just before the middle of the day when we reached the fort. ... We did not stop to eat this
time, but each carried something to eat in his legging sash and ate it in the middle of the day,
while fighting.” 2

Big Eagle said the second fight at Fort Ridgely was a grand affair. “We went down
determined to take the fort, for we knew it was of the greatest importance to us to have it. If we
could take it we would soon have the whole Minnesota Valley.”

This time, instead of approaching the fort boldly, the Santee warriors fastened prairie grass
and flowers to their headbands as a means of concealment and then crept up the gullies and
crawled through the brush until they were close enough to fire upon the defenders. A shower of
blazing arrows set roofs afire; then the Santees rushed the stables. “In this fight,” said

Wakonkdayamanne, “I came up on the south side to the stables and tried to get a horse. As I was



leading it out a shell burst in the stable near me and the horse sprang over me and got away,
knocking me down. When I got up I saw a mule running and I was so mad I shot it.” 10 For a few
minutes there was hand-to-hand fighting around the stables, but again the Santees had to give way
before fierce blasts of the soldiers’ artillery.

5. Big Eagle. Photo by Simons and Shepherd at Camp McClellan in Davenport, lowa. Courtesy of Minnesota Historical Society.

Little Crow was wounded, not seriously, but the loss of blood weakened him. When he
withdrew from the field to regain his strength, Mankato led another assault. Double-charges of
canister shot cut down the rushing warriors, and the attack failed.

“But for the cannon I think we would have taken the fort,” Big Eagle said. “The soldiers
fought us so bravely we thought there were more of them than there were.” (About 150 soldiers
and twenty-five armed civilians defended Fort Ridgely on August 22.) Big Eagle lost the most men
in the fighting that day.

Late in the afternoon the Santee leaders called off the attack. “The sun was now setting low,”
Lightning Blanket said, “and after we saw the men on the south and west driven back by the big
guns, and could see Little Crow and his men going to the northwest, we decided to join them and
see what to do. ... After joining them we supposed we were going back to Little Crow’s village for

more warriors. ... Little Crow told us there were no more warriors, and a discussion followed.



Some wanted to renew the attack on the fort the next morning and then go to New Ulm; others
wanted to attack New Ulm early the next morning and then come back and take the fort. We were
afraid the soldiers would get to New Ulm first.” 11

The soldiers that Lightning Blanket referred to were 1,400 men of the Sixth Minnesota
Regiment approaching from St. Paul. They were led by a soldier chief quite well known to the
Santee Sioux. He was the Long Trader, Colonel Henry H. Sibley. Of the $475,000 promised the
Santees in their first treaty, Long Trader Sibley had claimed $145,000 for his American Fur
Company as money due for overpayments to the Santees. The Santees believed the fur company
had underpaid them, but their agent Alexander Ramsey had accepted Sibley’s claim, as well as the
claims of other traders, so that the Santees received practically nothing for their lands. (Ramsey
was now the governor of Minnesota, and he had appointed the Long Trader to be the Eagle Chief
of the Minnesota regiment.)

At midmorning of August 23, the Santees attacked New Ulm. They streamed out of the
woods in bright sunlight, formed an arc across the prairie, and swept toward the town. The citizens
of New Ulm were ready for them. After the abortive attack by the young braves on August 19, the
townspeople had built barricades, brought in more weapons, and secured the help of militia from
towns down the valley. When the Santees came within a mile and a half of the forward line of
white defenders, the mass of warriors began spreading like a fan. At the same time, they increased
their speed and began yelling war cries to frighten the white men. Mankato was the war leader on
this day (Little Crow lay wounded in his village), and his plan of attack was to envelop the town.

The firing on both sides was sharp and rapid, but the onrush of Indians was slowed by the
citizens, who used loopholed buildings for defensive positions. Early in the afternoon the Santees
set fire to several structures on the windward side of New Ulm in expectation of advancing under
a smoke screen. Sixty warriors, mounted and on foot, charged a barricade, but were driven back
by heavy volleys. It was a long and bitter battle, fought in the streets, dwellings, outhouses, and
store buildings. When darkness fell, the Santees departed without a victory, but they left behind
them the smoldering ruins of 190 buildings and more than a hundred casualties among the
stubborn defenders of New Ulm.

Three days later the advance column of Long Trader Sibley’s regiment reached Fort Ridgely,
and the Santees began withdrawing up the Minnesota Valley. They had with them more than two
hundred prisoners, mostly white women and children and a considerable number of half-breeds
known to be sympathetic toward the whites. After establishing a temporary village about forty
miles above the Upper Agency, Little Crow began negotiating with other Sioux leaders in the area,

hoping to gain their support. He had little success. One reason for their lack of enthusiasm was



Little Crow’s failure to drive the soldiers from Fort Ridgely. Another reason was the
indiscriminate killing of white settlers on the north side of the Minnesota River, a bloody
slaughter carried out by marauding bands of undisciplined young men while Little Crow was
besieging Fort Ridgely. Several hundred settlers had been trapped in their cabins without warning.
Many had been brutally slain. Others had fled to safety, some to the villages of the Sioux bands
that Little Crow hoped would join his cause.

Although Little Crow was contemptuous of those who made war on defenseless settlers, he
knew that his decision to begin the war had unleashed the raiders. But it was too late to turn back.
The war against the soldiers would go on as long as he had warriors to fight them.

On September 1 he decided to make a scout downriver to test the strength of Long Trader
Sibley’s army. The Santees divided into two forces, Little Crow leading 110 warriors along the
north side of the Minnesota, while Big Eagle and Mankato scouted the south bank with a larger
force.

Little Crow’s plan was to avoid a frontal meeting with the soldiers, and instead slip around to
the rear of Sibley’s lines and try to capture the army’s supply train. To do this he made a wide
swing to the north, bringing his warriors close to several settlements which had withstood attacks
from marauders during the previous two weeks. The temptation to raid some of the smaller
settlements brought on dissension among Little Crow’s followers. On the second day of the
reconnaissance, one of the subchiefs called a war council and proposed that they attack the
settlements for plunder. Little Crow was opposed. Their enemies were the soldiers, he insisted;
they must fight the soldiers. At the end of the council, seventy-five warriors joined the subchief
for plundering. Only thirty-five loyal followers remained with Little Crow.

On the following morning Little Crow’s small party unexpectedly met a company of seventy-
five soldiers. During the running battle which followed, the sound of musketry brought the
defecting Santees of the previous day rushing back to Little Crow’s rescue. In bloody close-in
fighting, the soldiers used their bayonets, but the Santees killed six and wounded fifteen of their
enemy before the latter escaped in a hasty retreat to Hutchinson.

For the next two days the Santees reconnoitered around Hutchinson and Forest City, but the
soldiers remained within stockades. On September 5 runners brought news of a battle a few miles
to the southwest. Big Eagle and Mankato had trapped the Long Trader’s soldiers at Birch Coulee.

During the night before the battle at Birch Coulee, Big Eagle and Mankato had quietly
surrounded the soldiers’ camp so they could not escape. “Just at dawn the fight began,” Big Eagle
said. “It continued all day and the following night until late the next morning. Both sides fought

well. Owing to the white men’s way of fighting they lost many men. Owing to the Indians’ way of



fighting they lost but few. ... About the middle of the afternoon our men became much
dissatisfied at the slowness of the fight, and the stubbornness of the whites, and the word was
passed around the lines to get ready to charge the camp. The brave Mankato wanted to charge
after the first hour. ...

“Just as we were about to charge, word came that a large number of mounted soldiers were
coming up from the east toward Fort Ridgely. This stopped the charge and created some
excitement. Mankato at once took some men from the coulee and went out to meet them. ...
Mankato flourished his men around so, and all the Indians in the coulee kept up a noise, and at
last the whites began to fall back, and they retreated about two miles and began to dig
breastworks. Mankato followed them and left about thirty men to watch them, and returned to the
fight at the coulee with the rest. The Indians were laughing when they came back at the way they
had deceived the white men, and we were all glad that the whites had not pushed forward and
driven us away. ...

“The next morning General Sibley came with a very large force and drove us away from the
field. We took our time getting away. Some of our men said they remained till Sibley got up and
that they fired at some of his men as they were shaking hands with some of the men of the camp.
Those of us who were on the prairie went back to the westward and on down the valley. ... There
was no pursuit. The whites fired their cannons at us as we were leaving the field, but they might as
well have beaten a big drum for all the harm they did. They only made a noise. We went back
across the river to our camps in the old village, and then on up the river to the Yellow Medicine
and the mouth of the Chippewa, where Little Crow joined us. ... At last the word came that
Sibley with his army was again on the move against us. ... He had left a letter for Little Crow in a

2

split stick on the battlefield of Birch Coulee, and some of our men found it and brought it in. ...
12

The message left by the Long Trader was brief and noncommittal:

If Little Crow has any proposition to make, let him send a half-breed to me, and he
shall be protected in and out of camp.
H. H. Sibley, Col. Com’d Mil. Ex’n.13

Little Crow of course did not trust this man who was sharp enough to get away with so much
of the Santees’ treaty money. But he decided to send a reply. He thought that perhaps the Long
Trader, who had been up at the White Rock (St. Paul), did not know why the Santees had gone to
war. Little Crow also wanted Governor Ramsey to know the reasons for the war. Many of the

neutrals among the Santees were frightened at what Ramsey had told the white Minnesotans: “The



Sioux Indians must be exterminated or driven forever beyond the borders of the state.” 14

Little Crow’s message of September 7 to General Sibley :

For what reason we have commenced this war I will tell you. It is on account of Major
Galbraith. We made a treaty with the government, and beg for what we do get, and can’t get
that till our children are dying with hunger. It is the traders who commenced it. Mr. A. J.
Myrick told the Indians that they would eat grass or dirt. Then Mr. Forbes told the Lower
Sioux that they were not men. Then Roberts was working with his friends to defraud us out
of our moneys.* If the young braves have pushed the white men, I have done this myself. So
I want you to let Governor Ramsey know this. I have a great many prisoners, women and

children. ... I want you to give me an answer to the bearer.
General Sibley’s reply:

LITTLE CROW—You have murdered many of our people without any sufficient cause.

Return me the prisoners under a flag of truce, and I will talk with you then like a man.13

Little Crow had no intention of returning the prisoners before the Long Trader gave some
indication of whether he meant to carry out Governor Ramsey’s dictum of extermination or exile
for the Santees. He wanted to use the prisoners for bargaining. In the councils of the various
bands, however, there was much disagreement over what course the Santees should take before
Sibley’s army reached the Yellow Medicine. Paul Mazakootemane of the Upper Agency Sissetons
condemned Little Crow for starting the war. “Give me all these white captives,” he demanded. “I
will deliver them up to their friends. ... Stop fighting. No one who fights with the white people
ever becomes rich, or remains two days in one place, but is always fleeing and starving.” 16

Wabasha, who had been in the battles at Fort Ridgely and New Ulm, was also in favor of
opening a road to peace by freeing the prisoners, but his son-in-law Rda-in-yan-ka spoke for Little
Crow and the majority of the warriors: “I am for continuing the war, and am opposed to the
delivery of the prisoners. I have no confidence that the whites will stand by any agreement they
make if we give them up. Ever since we treated with them, their agents and traders have robbed
and cheated us. Some of our people have been shot, some hung; others placed upon floating ice
and drowned; and many have been starved in their prisons. It was not the intention of the nation to
kill any of the whites until after the four men returned from Acton and told what they had done.
When they did this, all the young men became excited, and commenced the massacre. The older

ones would have prevented it if they could, but since the treaties they have lost all their influence.



We may regret what has happened, but the matter has gone too far to be remedied. We have got to
die. Let us, then, kill as many of the whites as possible, and let the prisoners die with us.” 17

On September 12 Little Crow gave the Long Trader one last chance to end the war without
further bloodshed. In his message he assured Sibley that the prisoners were being treated kindly. “I
want to know from you as a friend,” he added, “what way that I can make peace for my people.”

Unknown to Little Crow, on that same day Wabasha sent Sibley a secret message, blaming
Little Crow for starting the war and claiming that he (Wabasha) was a friend of the “good white
people.” He did not mention that he had fought them a few weeks earlier at Fort Ridgely and New
Ulm. “I have been kept back by threats that I should be killed if I did anything to help the whites,”
he declared, “but if you will now appoint some place for me to meet you, myself and the few
friends that I have will get all the prisoners we can, and with our family go to whatever place you
will appoint for us to meet.”

Sibley answered both messages immediately. He scolded Little Crow for not giving up the
prisoners, telling him that was not the way to make peace, but he did not answer the war leader’s
plea for a way to end the fighting. Instead Sibley wrote a long letter to Little Crow’s betrayer,
Wabasha, giving him explicit instructions for using a truce flag for delivery of the prisoners. “I
shall be glad to receive all true friends of the whites,” Sibley promised, “with as many prisoners as
they can bring, and I am powerful enough to crush all who attempt to oppose my march, and to
punish those who have washed their hands in innocent blood.” 18

After Little Crow received the Long Trader’s cold reply to his entreaty, he knew there was no
hope for peace except abject surrender. If the soldiers could not be beaten, then it was either death
or exile for the Santee Sioux.

On September 22 scouts reported that Sibley’s soldiers had gone into camp at Wood Lake.
Little Crow decided to give them battle before they reached the Yellow Medicine.

“All our fighting chiefs were present and all our best fighting-Indians,” Big Eagle said. “We
felt that this would be the deciding fight of the war.” Again as they had done at Birch Coulee, the
Santees silently prepared an ambush for the soldiers. “We could hear them laughing and singing.
When all our preparations were made Little Crow and I and some other chiefs went to the mound
or hill to the west so as to watch the fight better when it should commence ...

“The morning came and an accident spoiled our plans. For some reason Sibley did not move
early as we expected he would. Our men were lying hidden, waiting patiently. Some were very
near the camp lines in the ravine, but the whites did not see a man of all our men. I do not think
they would have discovered our ambuscade. It seemed a considerable time after sun-up when

some four or five wagons with a number of soldiers started out from the camp in the direction of



the old Yellow Medicine agency. We learned afterwards that they were going without orders to dig
potatoes over at the agency, five miles away. They came on over the prairie, right where part of
our line was. Some of the wagons were not in the road, and if they had kept straight on would have
driven right over our men as they lay in the grass. At last they came so close that our men had to
rise up and fire. This brought on the fight, of course, but not according to the way we had planned
it. Little Crow saw it and felt very badly. ...

“The Indians that were in the fight did well, but hundreds of our men did not get into it and
did not fire a shot. They were out too far. The men in the ravine and the line connecting them with
those on the road did most of the fighting. Those of us on the hill did our best, but we were soon
driven off. Mankato was killed here, and we lost a very good and very brave war chief. He was
killed by a cannon ball that was so nearly spent that he was not afraid of it, and it struck him in the
back, as he lay on the ground, and killed him. The whites drove our men out of the ravine by a
charge and that ended the battle. We retreated in some disorder, though the whites did not offer to
pursue us. We crossed a wide prairie, but their horsemen did not follow us. We lost fourteen or
fifteen men killed and quite a number wounded. Some of the wounded died afterwards, but I do
not know how many. We carried off no dead bodies, but took away all our wounded. The whites
scalped all our dead men—so I have heard.” (After the soldiers mutilated the dead Santees, Sibley
issued an order forbidding such action: “The bodies of the dead, even of a savage enemy shall not
be subjected to indignities by civilized and Christian men.”) 12

That evening in the Santees’ camp twelve miles above the Yellow Medicine, the chiefs held a
last council. Most of them were now convinced that the Long Trader was too strong for them. The
woodland Sioux must surrender or flee to join their cousins, the prairie Sioux of the Dakota
country. Those who had taken no part in the fighting decided to stay and surrender, certain that
the delivery of the white prisoners would win them the friendship of Long Trader Sibley forever.
They were joined by Wabasha, who persuaded his son-in-law Rda-in-yan-ka to stay. At the last
minute, Big Eagle also decided to stay. Some of the half-breeds assured him that if he surrendered
he would only be held as a prisoner of war a short time. He would live to regret his decision.

Next morning, bitter with defeat and feeling the weight of his sixty years, Little Crow made a
last speech to his followers. “I am ashamed to call myself a Sioux,” he said. “Seven hundred of our
best warriors were whipped yesterday by the whites. Now we had better all run away and scatter
out over the plains like buffalo and wolves. To be sure, the whites had wagon-guns and better arms
than we, and there were many more of them. But that is no reason why we should not have
whipped them, for we are brave Sioux and whites are cowardly women. I cannot account for the

disgraceful defeat. It must be the work of traitors in our midst.” 20 He and Shakopee and Medicine



Bottle then ordered their people to dismantle their tepees. In a few wagons taken from the agency,
they loaded their goods and provisions, their women and children, and started westward. The
Moon of the Wild Rice (September) was coming to an end, and the cold moons were near at hand.

On September 26, with the assistance of Wabasha and Paul Mazakootemane, who displayed
truce flags, Sibley marched into the Santee camp and demanded immediate delivery of the
captives; 107 whites and 162 half-breeds were released to the soldiers. In a council which
followed, Sibley announced that the Santees should consider themselves prisoners of war until he
could discover and hang the guilty ones among them. The peace leaders protested with obsequious
avowals of friendship, such as Paul Mazakootemane’s: “I have grown up like a child of yours. With
what is yours, you have caused me to grow, and now I take your hand as a child takes the hand of
his father. ... I have regarded all white people as my friends, and from them I understand this
blessing has come.” 21

Sibley replied by putting a cordon of artillery around the camp. He then sent out half-breed
messengers to warn all Santees in the Minnesota Valley to come in to Camp Release (as he had
named the place). Those who refused to come in voluntarily would be hunted down and captured
or killed. While the Santees were being rounded up and disarmed, the soldiers cut down trees and
constructed a huge log building. Its purpose was soon made clear, when most of the male Santees
—about 600 of the camp’s 2,000 Indians—were chained together in pairs and imprisoned there.

Meanwhile Sibley had chosen five of his officers to form a military court to try all Santees
suspected of engaging in the uprising. As the Indians had no legal rights, he saw no reason to
appoint a defense counsel for them.

The first suspect brought before the court was a mulatto named Godfrey who was married to
a woman of Wabasha’s band and had been living at the Lower Agency for four years. Witnesses
were three white women who had been among the captives. None accused him of rape, none had
seen him commit a murder, but they said they had heard Godfrey boast of killing seven white
people at New Ulm. On this evidence the military court found Godfrey guilty of murder and
sentenced him to be hanged.

When Godfrey learned later that the court would be willing to commute his death sentence if
he would identify Santees guilty of participating in the attacks, he became a willing informant, and
the trials proceeded smoothly, as many as forty Indians a day being sentenced to imprisonment or
death. On November 5 the trials ended; 303 Santees had been sentenced to death, sixteen to long
prison terms.

The responsibility for extinguishing so many human lives, even if they were “devils in human

shape,” was more than Long Trader Sibley wanted to bear alone. He shifted the burden to the



commander of the Military Department of the Northwest, General John Pope. General Pope in
turn passed the final decision to the President of the United States, Abraham Lincoln. “The Sioux
prisoners will be executed unless the President forbids it,” General Pope informed Governor
Ramsey, “which I am sure he will not do.”

Being a man of conscience, however, Abraham Lincoln asked for “the full and complete
record of the convictions; if the record does not fully indicate the more guilty and influential of
the culprits, please have a careful statement made on these points and forward to me.” On receipt
of the trial records, the President assigned two lawyers to examine them so as to differentiate
between murderers and those who had engaged only in battle.

Lincoln’s refusal to authorize immediate hanging of the 303 condemned Santees angered
General Pope and Governor Ramsey. Pope protested that “the criminals condemned ought in
every view to be at once executed without exception. ... Humanity requires an immediate
disposition of the case.” Ramsey demanded authority from the President to order speedy
executions of the 303 condemned men, and warned that the people of Minnesota would take
“private revenge” on the prisoners if Lincoln did not act quickly. 22

While President Lincoln was reviewing the trial records, Sibley moved the condemned
Indians to a prison camp at South Bend on the Minnesota River. While they were being escorted
past New Ulm, a mob of citizens that included many women attempted “private revenge” on the
prisoners with pitchforks, scalding water, and hurled stones. Fifteen prisoners were injured, one
with a broken jaw, before the soldiers could march them beyond the town. Again on the night of
December 4 a mob of citizens stormed the prison camp intent upon lynching the Indians. The
soldiers kept the mob at bay, and next day transferred the Indians to a stronger stockade near the
town of Mankato.

In the meantime Sibley decided to keep the remaining 1,700 Santees—mostly women and
children—as prisoners, although they were accused of no crime other than having been born
Indians. He ordered them transferred overland to Fort Snelling, and along the way they too were
assaulted by angry white citizens. Many were stoned and clubbed; a child was snatched from its
mother’s arms and beaten to death. At Fort Snelling the four-mile-long procession was shunted
into a fenced enclosure on damp bottomland. There, under soldier guard, housed in dilapidated
shelters and fed on scanty rations, the remnants of the once proud woodland Sioux awaited their
fate.

On December 6 President Lincoln notified Sibley that he should “cause to be executed”
thirty-nine of the 303 convicted Santees. “The other condemned prisoners you will hold subject to

further orders, taking care that they neither escape nor are subjected to any unlawful violence.” 23



Execution date was the twenty-sixth day of December in the Moon When the Deer Shed
Their Horns. That morning the town of Mankato was filled with vindictive and morbidly curious
citizens. A regiment of soldiers marched in to keep order. At the last minute, one Indian was given
a reprieve. About ten o’clock, the thirty-eight condemned men were marched from the prison to
the scaffold. They sang the Sioux death song until soldiers pulled white caps over their heads and
placed nooses around their necks. At a signal from an army officer, the control rope was cut and
thirty-eight Santee Sioux dangled lifeless in the air. But for the intercession of Abraham Lincoln
there would have been three hundred; even so, a spectator boasted that it was “America’s greatest
mass execution.”

A few hours later, officials discovered that two of the men hanged were not on Lincoln’s list,
but nothing was said of this publicly until nine years afterward. “It was a matter of regret that any
mistakes were made,” declared one of those responsible. “I feel sure they were not made

intentionally.” One of the innocent men hanged had saved a white woman’s life during the raiding.
24

Several others who were executed that day maintained their innocence until the end. One of
them was Rda-in-yan-ka, who had tried to stop the war from starting, but later joined with Little
Crow. When Little Crow and his followers left for Dakota, Wabasha had persuaded Rda-in-yan-ka
not to go.

Shortly before his execution, Rda-in-yan-ka dictated a farewell letter to his chief:

Wabasha—You have deceived me. You told me that if we followed the advice of
General Sibley, and gave ourselves up to the whites, all would be well; no innocent man
would be injured. I have not killed, wounded, or injured a white man, or any white persons. I
have not participated in the plunder of their property; and yet today I am set apart for
execution, and must die in a few days, while men who are guilty will remain in prison. My
wife is your daughter, my children are your grandchildren. I leave them all in your care and
under your protection. Do not let them suffer; and when my children are grown up, let them
know that their father died because he followed the advice of his chief, and without having
the blood of a white man to answer for to the Great Spirit.

My wife and children are dear to me. Let them not grieve for me. Let them remember
that the brave should be prepared to meet death; and I will do as becomes a Dakota.

Your son-in-law,

Rda-in-yan-ka 22

Those who escaped execution were sentenced to prison. One of them was Big Eagle, who



readily admitted participating in the battles. “If I had known that I would be sent to the
penitentiary,” he said, “I would not have surrendered, but when I had been in the penitentiary
three years and they were about to turn me out, I told them they might keep me another year if
they wished, and I meant what I said. I did not like the way I had been treated. I surrendered in
good faith, knowing that many of the whites were acquainted with me and that I had not been a
murderer, or present when a murder had been committed, and if I had killed or wounded a man it
had been in fair open fight.” 26 Many of the others regretted that they had not fled from
Minnesota with the warriors.

By the time of the executions, Little Crow and his followers were camped on Devil’s Lake, a
wintering place for several Sioux tribes. During the winter he tried to unite the chiefs in a military
alliance, warning them that unless they were prepared to fight they would all go down before the
invading whites. He won their sympathy, but few of the Plains Indians believed they were in any
danger. If the white men moved into the Dakota country, the Indians would simply move farther
west. The land was big enough for everybody.

In the spring Little Crow, Shakopee, and Medicine Bottle took their bands north into
Canada. At Fort Garry (Winnipeg) Little Crow attempted to persuade the British authorities to aid
the Santees. For his first meeting with them he dressed in his best clothing—a black coat with a
velvet collar, a blue cloth breechclout, and deerskin leggings. He reminded the British that his
grandfather had been their ally in previous wars with the Americans, and that in the War of 1812
the Santees had captured a cannon from the Americans and presented it to the British. On that
occasion, Little Crow said, the British had promised the Santees that if they were ever in trouble
and wanted help, the British would bring the cannon back to them with men to work it. The
Santees were now in trouble and wanted the cannon brought back.

An 1ssue of foodstuffs, however, was all that Little Crow could obtain from the British
Canadians. They had no cannon to give the Santees, not even ammunition for the weapons they
had.

In the Strawberry Moon, June, 1863, Little Crow decided what he must do. If he and his
family were forced to become Plains Indians, they must have horses. The white men who had
driven him from his land had horses; he would take their horses in exchange for the land. He
decided to return to Minnesota with a small party to capture horses.

His sixteen-year-old son, Wowinapa, later told about it: “Father said he could not fight the
white men, but would go below and steal horses from them and give them to his children, so that
they could be comfortable, and then he would go away off.

“Father also told me that he was getting old, and wanted me to go with him to carry his



bundles. He left his wives and other children behind. There were sixteen men and one squaw in
the party that went below with us. We had no horses, but walked all the way down to the
settlements.” 27

In the Moon of the Red Blooming Lilies they reached the Big Woods, which only a few years
before had been Santee country but now was filling up with farms and settlements. On the
afternoon of July 3, Little Crow and Wowinapa left their hidden camping place and went to pick
raspberries near the settlement of Hutchinson. About sundown they were sighted by two settlers
returning home from a deer hunt. As the state of Minnesota had recently begun paying twenty-
five-dollars bounty for Sioux scalps, the settlers immediately opened fire.

Little Crow was hit in the side, just above the hip. “His gun and mine were lying on the
ground,” Wowinapa said. “He took up my gun and fired it first, and then fired his own gun. The
ball struck the stock of his gun, and then hit him in the side, near the shoulder. This was the shot
that killed him. He told me that he was killed and asked me for water, which I gave him. He died
immediately after. When I heard the first shot fired, I lay down, and the men did not see me
before father was killed.”

Wowinapa hurriedly dressed his dead father in new moccasins for the journey to the Land of
Ghosts. He covered the body with a coat and fled to the camp. After warning the other members
of the party to scatter, he started back to Devil’s Lake. “I traveled only at night, and as I had no
ammunition to kill anything to eat, I had not strength enough to travel fast.” In an abandoned
village near Big Stone Lake he found a single cartridge and managed to shoot a wolf. “I ate some
of it, which gave me strength to travel, and I went on up the lake until the day I was captured.” 28

Wowinapa was captured by some of Long Trader Sibley’s soldiers who had marched into the
Dakota country that summer to kill Sioux. The soldiers returned the sixteen-year-old boy to
Minnesota, where he was given a military trial and sentenced to be hanged. He learned then that
his father’s scalp and skull had been preserved and placed on exhibition in St. Paul. The state of
Minnesota presented the settlers who had killed Little Crow with the regular scalp bounty and a
bonus of five hundred dollars.

When Wowinapa’s trial record was sent to Washington, military authorities disapproved of
the proceedings and commuted the boy’s sentence to imprisonment. (Some years later, after his
release from prison, Wowinapa changed his name to Thomas Wakeman, became a church deacon,
and founded the first Young Men’s Christian Association among the Sioux.)

Meanwhile Shakopee and Medicine Bottle remained in Canada, believing themselves beyond
reach of the vengeful Minnesotans. In December, 1863, however, one of the Long Trader’s little

chiefs, Major Edwin Hatch, marched a battalion of Minnesota cavalry to Pembina, just below the



Canadian frontier.

From there Hatch sent a lieutenant across the line to Fort Garry to meet secretly with an
American citizen, John McKenzie. With the aid of McKenzie and two Canadians, the lieutenant
arranged the capture of Shakopee and Medicine Bottle. During a friendly meeting with the two
Santee war chiefs, the conspirators gave them wine mixed with laudanum, chloroformed them
while they slept, bound their hands and feet, and strapped them to a dog sled. In complete
disregard of international law, the lieutenant hauled his captives across the border and delivered
them to Major Hatch at Pembina. A few months later Sibley staged another spectacular trial, and
Shakopee and Medicine Bottle were sentenced to be hanged. Of the verdict the St. Paul Pioneer
commented: “We do not believe that serious injustice will be done by the executions tomorrow,
but it would have been more creditable if some tangible evidence of their guilt had been obtained

.. no white man, tried before a jury of his peers, would be executed upon the testimony thus
produced.” After the hangings, the Minnesota legislature gratefully appropriated a thousand
dollars as payment to John McKenzie for his services in Canada. 22

The day of the Santee Sioux in Minnesota now came to an end. Although most of the war
chiefs and warriors were dead, in prison, or far beyond the borders of the state, the uprising had
given the white citizens an opportunity to seize the Santees’ remaining lands without even a
pretense of payment. Previous treaties were abrogated, and the surviving Indians were informed
that they would be removed to a reservation in Dakota Territory. Even those leaders who had
collaborated with the white men had to go. “Exterminate or banish,” was the cry of the land-
hungry settlers. The first shipment of 770 Santees left St. Paul by steamboat on May 4, 1863.
White Minnesotans lined the river landing to see them off with shouts of derision and showers of
hurled stones.

Crow Creek on the Missouri River was the site chosen for the Santee reservation. The soil
was barren, rainfall scanty, wild game scarce, and the alkaline water unfit for drinking. Soon the
surrounding hills were covered with graves; of the 1,300 Santees brought there in 1863, less than a
thousand survived their first winter.

Among the visitors to Crow Creek that year was a young Teton Sioux. He looked with pity
upon his Santee cousins and listened to their stories of the Americans who had taken their land
and driven them away. Truly, he thought, that nation of white men is like a spring freshet that
overruns its banks and destroys all who are in its path. Soon they would take the buffalo country
unless the hearts of the Indians were strong enough to hold it. He resolved that he would fight to
hold it. His name was Tatanka Yotanka, the Sitting Bull.



* Thomas J. Galbraith was the reservation agent. A. J. Myrick, William Forbes, and Louis

Roberts were post traders at the Lower Agency.



FOUR

War Gomes to the Cheyennes

1864—January 13, Stephen Foster, composer of songs and ballads, dies at age 38.
April 10, Archduke Maximilian, supported by a French army, becomes Emperor of Mexico.
April 17, bread riot in Savannah, Georgia. May 19, Nathaniel Hawthorne dies at age 60. June
30, Secretary of the Treasury Chase resigns; charges speculators are plotting to prolong war
for monetary gain. Legislator and historian Robert C. Winthrop says: “Professed patriotism
may be made the cover for a multitude of sins.” September 2, Atlanta, Georgia, taken by
Union Army. November 8, Lincoln reelected President. December 8, in Rome, Pius IX
issues Syllabus Errorum, condemning Liberalism, Socialism, and Rationalism. December 21,
falls to Sherman’s army. December, Edwin Booth playing in Hamlet at New York’s Winter
Garden Theater.

Although wrongs have been done me I live in hopes. I have not got two hearts. ... Now we
are together again to make peace. My shame is as big as the earth, although I will do what my
friends advise me to do. I once thought that I was the only man that persevered to be the friend
of the white man, but since they have come and cleaned out our lodges, horses, and everything
else, it is hard for me to believe white men any more.

—MOTAVATO (BLACK KETTLE) OK THE SOUTHERN CHEYENNES

IN 1851 THE CHEYENNES, Arapahos, Sioux, Crows, and other tribes met at Fort Laramie with
representatives of the United States and agreed to permit the Americans to establish roads and
military posts across their territory. Both parties to the treaty swore “to maintain good faith and
friendship in all their mutual intercourse, and to make an effective and lasting peace.” By the end
of the first decade following the treaty signing, the white men had driven a hole through the Indian
country along the valley of the Platte River. First came the wagon trains and then a chain of forts;
then the stagecoaches and a closer-knit chain of forts; then the pony-express riders, followed by
the talking wires of the telegraph.

In that treaty of 1851 the Plains Indians did not relinquish any rights or claims to their lands,

nor did they “surrender the privilege of hunting, fishing or passing over any of the tracts of



country heretofore described.” The Pike’s Peak gold rush of 1858 brought white miners by the
thousands to dig yellow metal out of the Indians’ earth. The miners built little wooden villages
everywhere, and in 1859 they built a big village which they called Denver City. Little Raven, an
Arapaho chief who was amused by the activities of white men, paid a visit to Denver; he learned
to smoke cigars and to eat meat with a knife and fork. He also told the miners he was glad to see
them getting gold, but reminded them that the land belonged to the Indians, and expressed the
hope they would not stay around after they found all the yellow metal they needed.

The miners not only stayed, but thousands more of them came. The Platte Valley, which had
once teemed with buffalo, began to fill with settlers staking out ranches and land claims on
territory assigned by the Laramie treaty to Southern Cheyennes and Arapahos. Only ten years
after the treaty signing, the Great Council in Washington created the Territory of Colorado; the
Great Father sent out a governor; and politicians began maneuvering for a land cession from the
Indians.

Through all of this the Cheyennes and Arapahos kept the peace, and when United States
officials invited their leaders to gather at Fort Wise on the Arkansas River to discuss a new treaty,
several chiefs responded. According to later statements of chiefs of both tribes, what they were
told would be in the treaty and what was actually written into it were quite different. It was the
understanding of the chiefs that the Cheyennes and Arapahos would retain their land rights and
freedom of movement to hunt buffalo, but that they would agree to live within a triangular section
of territory bounded by Sand Creek and the Arkansas River. Freedom of movement was an
especially vital matter because the reservation assigned the two tribes had almost no wild game
upon it and was unsuited to agriculture unless irrigated.

The treaty making at Fort Wise was a gala affair. Because of its importance, Colonel A. B.
Greenwood, Commissioner of Indian Affairs, put in an appearance to pass out medals, blankets,
sugar, and tobacco. The Little White Man (William Bent), who had married into the Cheyenne
tribe, was there to look after the Indians’ interests. When the Cheyennes pointed out that only six
of their forty-four chiefs were present, the United States officials replied that the others could sign
later. None of the others ever did, and for that reason the legality of the treaty was to remain in
doubt. Black Kettle, White Antelope, and Lean Bear were among the signers for the Cheyennes.
Little Raven, Storm, and Big Mouth signed for the Arapahos. Witnesses to the signatures were two
officers of the United States Cavalry, John Sedgwick and J. E. B. Stuart. (A few months later
Sedgwick and Stuart, who urged the Indians to peaceful pursuits, were fighting on opposite sides
in the Civil War, and by one of the ironies of history they died within a few hours of each other in
the battles of the Wilderness.)



During the first years of the white man’s Civil War, Cheyenne and Arapaho hunting parties
found it increasingly difficult to stay clear of Bluecoat soldiers who were scouting southward in
search of Graycoats. They heard about the troubles of the Navahos, and from friends among the
Sioux they learned of the awful fate of the Santees who dared challenge the power of the soldiers
in Minnesota. Cheyenne and Arapaho chiefs tried to keep their young men busy hunting buffalo
away from the white men’s routes of travel. Each summer, however, the numbers and arrogance of
the Bluecoats increased. By the spring of 1864, soldiers were prowling into remote hunting
grounds between the Smoky Hill and Republican rivers.

When the grass was well up that year, Roman Nose and quite a number of the Dog Soldier
Cheyennes went north for better hunting in the Powder River country with their Northern
Cheyenne cousins. Black Kettle, White Antelope, and Lean Bear kept their bands below the
Platte, however, and so did Little Raven of the Arapahos. They were careful to avoid soldiers and
white buffalo hunters by staying away from forts and trails and settlements.

Black Kettle and Lean Bear did go down to Fort Larned (Kansas) that spring to trade. Only
the year before the two chiefs had been invited on a visit to see the Great Father, Abraham
Lincoln, in Washington, and they were sure the Great Father’s soldiers at Fort Larned would treat
them well. President Lincoln gave them medals to wear on their breasts, and Colonel Greenwood
presented Black Kettle with a United States flag, a huge garrison flag with white stars for the
thirty-four states bigger than glittering stars in the sky on a clear night. Colonel Greenwood had
told him that as long as that flag flew above him no soldiers would ever fire upon him. Black
Kettle was very proud of his flag and when in permanent camp always mounted it on a pole above
his tepee.

In the middle of May, Black Kettle and Lean Bear heard that soldiers had attacked some
Cheyennes on the South Platte River. They decided to break camp and move northward to join the
rest of the tribe for strength and protection. After one day’s march they went into camp near Ash
Creek. Next morning, as was the custom, the hunters went out early for game, but they soon came
hurrying back. They had seen soldiers with cannons approaching the camp.

Lean Bear liked excitement, and he told Black Kettle he would go out and meet the soldiers
and find out what they wanted. He hung the medal from the Great Father Lincoln outside his coat
and took some papers that had been given him in Washington certifying that he was a good friend
of the United States, and then rode out with an escort of warriors. Lean Bear rode up on a hill
near camp and saw the soldiers approaching in four bunches of cavalry. They had two cannons in
the center and several wagons strung out in the rear.

Wolf Chief, one of the young warriors escorting Lean Bear, said afterward that as soon as



the Cheyennes were seen by the soldiers, the latter formed a line front. “Lean Bear told us
warriors to stay where we were,” Wolf Chief said, “so as not to frighten the soldiers, while he rode
forward to shake hands with the officer and show his papers. ... When the chief was within only
twenty or thirty yards of the line, the officer called out in a very loud voice and the soldiers all
opened fire on Lean Bear and the rest of us. Lean Bear fell off his horse right in front of the
troops, and Star, another Cheyenne, also fell off his horse. The soldiers then rode forward and shot
Lean Bear and Star again as they lay helpless on the ground. I was off with a party of young men
to one side. There was a company of soldiers in front of us, but they were all shooting at Lean
Bear and the other Cheyennes who were near to him. They paid no attention to us until we began
firing on them with bows and guns. They were so close that we shot several of them with arrows.
Two of them fell backward off their horses. By this time there was a great deal of confusion. More
Cheyennes kept coming up in small parties, and the soldiers were bunching up and seemed badly
frightened. They were shooting at us with the cannon. The grapeshot struck the ground around us,
but the aim was bad.” 1

In the midst of the fighting, Black Kettle appeared on his horse and began riding up and
down among the warriors. “Stop the fighting!” he shouted. “Do not make war!” It was a long time
before the Cheyennes would listen to him. “We were very mad,” Wolf Chief said, “but at last he
stopped the fight. The soldiers ran off. We captured fifteen cavalry horses, with saddles, bridles,
and saddle bags on them. Several soldiers were killed; Lean Bear, Star, and one more Cheyenne
were killed, and many were wounded.”

The Cheyennes were sure that they could have killed all the soldiers and captured their
mountain howitzers, because five hundred Cheyenne warriors were in the camp against a hundred
soldiers. As it was, many of the young men, infuriated by the cold-blooded killing of Lean Bear,
chased the retreating soldiers in a running fight all the way to Fort Larned.

Black Kettle was bewildered by this sudden attack. He grieved for Lean Bear; they had been
friends for almost half a century. He remembered how Lean Bear’s curiosity was always getting
him into trouble. Sometime before, when the Cheyennes paid a friendly visit to Fort Atkinson on
the Arkansas River, Lean Bear noticed a bright shiny ring worn by an officer’s wife. Impulsively
he took hold of the woman’s hand to look at her ring. The woman’s husband rushed up and slashed
Lean Bear with a big whip. Lean Bear turned and jumped on his horse and rode back to the
Cheyenne camp. He painted his face and rode through the camp, urging the warriors to join him
in attacking the fort. A Cheyenne chief had been insulted, he cried. Black Kettle and the other
chiefs had a hard time calming him down that day. Now Lean Bear was dead, and his death had

stirred the warriors to a far deeper anger than the insult at Fort Atkinson.



Black Kettle could not understand why the soldiers had attacked a peaceful Cheyenne camp
without warning. He supposed that if anyone would know, it would be his old friend the Little
White Man, William Bent. More than thirty years had passed since the Little White Man and his
brothers had come to the Arkansas River and built Bent’s Fort. William had married Owl Woman,
and after she died he married her sister, Yellow Woman. In all those years the Bents and the
Cheyennes had lived in close friendship. The Little White Man had three sons and two daughters,
and they lived much of the time with their mother’s people. That summer two of the half-breed
sons, George and Charlie, were hunting buffalo with the Cheyennes on Smoky Hill River.

After some thought about the matter, Black Kettle sent a messenger on a fast pony to find the
Little White Man. “Tell him we have had a fight with the soldiers and killed several of them,”
Black Kettle said. “Tell him we do not know what the fight was about or for, and that we would
like to see him and talk with him about it.” 2

By chance Black Kettle’s messenger found William Bent on the road between Fort Larned
and Fort Lyon. Bent sent the messenger back with instructions for Black Kettle to meet him on
Coon Creek. A week later the old friends met, both concerned over the future of the Cheyennes,
Bent especially worried about his sons. He was relieved to learn that they were hunting on the
Smoky Hill. No trouble had been reported from there, but he knew of two fights that had occurred
elsewhere. At Fremont’s Orchard north of Denver, a band of Dog Soldiers was attacked by a
patrol of Colonel John M. Chivington’s Colorado Volunteers who were out looking for stolen
horses. The Dog Soldiers were herding a horse and a mule picked up as strays, but Chivington’s
soldiers opened fire before giving the Cheyennes an opportunity to explain where they had
obtained the animals. After this engagement Chivington sent out a larger force, which attacked a
Cheyenne camp near Cedar Bluffs, killing two women and two children. The artillery soldiers who
had attacked Black Kettle’s camp on May 16 were also Chivington’s men, sent out from Denver
with no authority to operate in Kansas. The officer in command, Lieutenant George S. Eayre, was
under orders from Colonel Chivington to “kill Cheyennes whenever and wherever found.” 3

If such incidents continued, William Bent and Black Kettle agreed, a general war was bound
to break out all over the plains. “It is not my intention or wish to fight the whites,” Black Kettle
said. “T want to be friendly and peaceable and keep my tribe so. I am not able to fight the whites. I
want to live in peace.”

Bent told Black Kettle to keep his young men from making revenge raids, and promised he
would return to Colorado and try to persuade the military authorities not to continue on the
dangerous road they were taking. He then set out for Fort Lyon.

“On my arrival there,” he later testified under oath, “I met Colonel Chivington, related to him



the conversation that had taken place between me and the Indians, and that the chiefs desired to be
friendly. In reply he said he was not authorized to make peace, and that he was then on the
warpath—I think were the words he used. I then stated to him that there was great risk to run in
keeping up the war; that there were a great many government trains traveling to New Mexico and
other points; also a great many citizens, and that I did not think there was sufficient force to
protect the travel, and that the citizens and settlers of the country would have to suffer. He said the
citizens would have to protect themselves. I then said no more to him.” 4

Late in June the governor of Colorado Territory, John Evans, issued a circular addressed to
the “friendly Indians of the plains,” informing them that some members of their tribes had gone to
war with the white people. Governor Evans declared that “in some instances they have attacked
and killed soldiers.” He made no mention of soldiers attacking Indians, although this was the way
all three fights with the Cheyennes had begun. “For this the Great Father is angry,” he went on,
“and will certainly hunt them out and punish them, but he does not want to injure those who
remain friendly to the whites; he desires to protect and take care of them. For this purpose I direct
that all friendly Indians keep away from those who are at war, and go to places of safety.” Evans
ordered friendly Cheyennes and Arapahos to report to Fort Lyon on their reservation, where their
agent, Samuel G. Colley, would furnish them with provisions and show them a place of safety.
“The object of this is to prevent friendly Indians from being killed through mistake. ... The war on
hostile Indians will be continued until they are all effectually subdued.” 2

As soon as William Bent learned of Governor Evans’ decree he started immediately to warn
the Cheyennes and Arapahos to come in to Fort Lyon. Because the various bands were scattered
across western Kansas for their summer hunts, several weeks passed before runners could reach all
of them. During this period clashes between soldiers and Indians steadily increased. Sioux
warriors, aroused by General Alfred Sully’s punitive expeditions of 1863 and 1864 into Dakota,
swarmed down from the north to raid wagon trains, stagecoach stations, and settlers along the
Platte route. For these actions the Southern Cheyennes and Arapahos received much of the blame,
and most of the attention of the Colorado soldiers. William Bent’s half-breed son George, who
was with a large band of Cheyennes on the Solomon River in July, said they were attacked again
and again by the troops without any cause, until they began retaliating in the only way they knew
how—-burning the stage stations, chasing the coaches, running off stock, and forcing the freighters
to corral their trains and fight.

Black Kettle and the older chiefs tried to stop these raids, but their influence was weakened
by the appeal of younger leaders such as Roman Nose and by the members of the Hotamitanio, or

Dog Soldier Society. When Black Kettle discovered that seven white captives—two women and



five children—had been brought into the Smoky Hill camps by the raiders, he ransomed four of
them from the captors with his own ponies so that he could return them to their relatives. About
this time, he finally received a message from William Bent informing him of Governor Evans’
order to report to Fort Lyon.

It was now late August, and Evans had issued a second proclamation “authorizing all citizens
of Colorado, either individually or in such parties as they may organize, to go in pursuit of all
hostile Indians on the plains, scrupulously avoiding those who have responded to my call to
rendezvous at the points indicated; also to kill and destroy as enemies of the country wherever
they may be found, all such hostile Indians.” ¢ The hunt was already on for all Indians not confined
to one of the assigned reservations.

Black Kettle immediately held a council, and all the chiefs in camp agreed to comply with
the governor’s requirements for peace. George Bent, who had been educated at Webster College in
St. Louis, was asked to write a letter to agent Samuel Colley at Fort Lyon, informing him that they
wanted peace. “We heard that you have some prisoners in Denver. We have seven prisoners of
yours which we are willing to give up, providing you give up yours. ... We want true news from
you in return.” Black Kettle hoped that Colley would give him instructions as to how to bring his
Cheyennes across Colorado without being attacked by soldiers or roving bands of Governor Evans’
armed citizens. He did not entirely trust Colley; he suspected the agent of selling part of the
Indians’ allotment of goods for his own profit. (Black Kettle did not yet know how deeply involved
Colley was with Governor Evans and Colonel Chivington in their scheme to drive the Plains
Indians from Colorado.) On July 26, the agent had written Evans that they could not depend on
any of the Indians to keep the peace. “I now think a little powder and lead is the best food for
them,” he concluded. Z

Because of his distrust of Colley, Black Kettle had a second copy of the letter written out and
addressed to William Bent. He gave the separate copies to Ochinee (One-Eye) and Eagle Head,
and ordered them to ride for Fort Lyon. Six days later, as One-Eye and Eagle Head were
approaching the fort, they were suddenly confronted by three soldiers. The soldiers took firing
positions, but One-Eye quickly made signs for peace and held up Black Kettle’s letter. In a few
moments the Indians were being escorted into Fort Lyon as prisoners and handed over to the
commanding officer, Major Edward W. Wynkoop.

Tall Chief Wynkoop was suspicious of the Indians’ motives. When he learned from One-Eye
that Black Kettle wanted him to come out to the Smoky Hill camp and guide the Indians back to
the reservation, he asked how many Indians were there. Two thousand Cheyennes and Arapahos,

One-Eye replied, and perhaps two hundred of their Sioux friends from the north who were tired of



being chased by soldiers. Wynkoop made no reply to this. He had scarcely more than a hundred
mounted soldiers, and he knew the Indians knew the size of his force. Suspecting a trap, he
ordered the Cheyenne messengers imprisoned in the guardhouse and called his officers together
for a council. The Tall Chief was young, in his mid-twenties, and his only military experience was
one battle against Texas Confederates in New Mexico. For the first time in his career he was faced
with a decision that could mean disaster for his entire command.

After a day’s delay, Wynkoop finally decided that he would have to go to the Smoky Hill—
not for the sake of the Indians, but to rescue the white prisoners. No doubt it was for this reason
that Black Kettle had mentioned the prisoners in his letter; he knew that white men could not
abide the thought of white women and children living with Indians.

On September 6 Wynkoop was ready to march with 127 mounted troops. Releasing One-Eye
and Eagle Head from the guardhouse, he told them that they would be serving as both guides and
hostages for the expedition. “At the first sign of treachery from your people.” Wynkoop warned
them, “I will kill you.”

“The Cheyennes do not break their word,” One-Eye replied. “If they should do so, I would
not care to live longer.”

(Wynkoop said afterward that his conversations with the two Cheyennes on this march
caused him to change his long-held opinions of Indians. “I felt myself in the presence of superior
beings; and these were the representatives of a race that I heretofore looked upon without
exception as being cruel, treacherous, and bloodthirsty without feeling or affection for friend or
kindred.”) 8

Five days later, along the headwaters of the Smoky Hill, Wynkoop’s advance scouts sighted a
force of several hundred warriors drawn up as though for battle.

George Bent, who was still with Black Kettle, said that when Wynkoop’s soldiers appeared
the Dog Soldiers “got ready for a fight and rode out to meet the troops with bows strung and
arrows in their hands, but Black Kettle and some of the chiefs interfered, and requesting Major
Wynkoop to move his troops off to a little distance, they prevented a fight.” 2

Next morning Black Kettle and the other chiefs met Wynkoop and his officers for a council.
Black Kettle let the others speak first. Bull Bear, a leader of the Dog Soldiers, said that he and his
brother Lean Bear had tried to live in peace with white men, but that soldiers had come without
cause or reason and killed Lean Bear. “The Indians are not to blame for the fighting,” he added.
“The white men are foxes and peace cannot be brought about with them; the only thing the Indians
can do is fight.”

Little Raven of the Arapahos agreed with Bull Bear. “I would like to shake hands with the



white men,” he said, “but I am afraid they do not want peace with us.” One-Eye asked to speak
then, and said he was ashamed to hear such talk. He had risked his life to go to Fort Lyon, he said,
and pledged his word to Tall Chief Wynkoop that the Cheyennes and Arapahos would come in
peacefully to their reservation. “I pledged the Tall Chief my word and my life,” One-Eye declared.
“If my people do not act in good faith I will go with the whites and fight for them, and I have a
great many friends who will follow me.”

Wynkoop promised that he would do everything that he could to stop the soldiers from
fighting the Indians. He said he was not a big chief and could not speak for all the soldiers, but
that if the Indians would deliver the white captives to him, he would go with the Indian leaders to
Denver and help them make peace with the bigger chiefs.

Black Kettle, who had been listening silently through the proceedings (“immovable with a
slight smile upon his face,” according to Wynkoop), arose and said he was glad to hear Tall Chief
Wynkoop speak. “There are bad white men and bad Indians,” he said. “The bad men on both sides
brought about this trouble. Some of my young men joined in with them. I am opposed to fighting
and have done everything in my power to prevent it. I believe the blame rests with the whites.
They commenced the war and forced the Indians to fight.” He promised then to deliver the four
white prisoners he had purchased; the remaining three were in a camp farther north, and some
time would be required to negotiate for them.

The four captives, all children, appeared to be unharmed; in fact, when a soldier asked eight-
year-old Ambrose Archer how the Indians had treated him, the boy replied that he “would just as
lief stay with the Indians as not.” 10

After more parleying it was finally agreed that the Indians would remain camped on the
Smoky Hill while seven chiefs went to Denver with Wynkoop to make peace with Governor Evans
and Colonel Chivington. Black Kettle, White Antelope, Bull Bear, and One-Eye represented the
Cheyennes; Neva, Bosse, Heaps-of-Buffalo, and Notanee the Arapahos. Little Raven and Left
Hand, who were skeptical of any promises from Evans and Chivington, remained behind to keep
their young Arapahos out of trouble. War Bonnet would look after the Cheyennes in camp.

Tall Chief Wynkoop’s caravan of mounted soldiers, the four white children, and the seven
Indian leaders reached Denver on September 28. The Indians rode in a mule-drawn flatbed wagon
fitted with board seats. For the journey, Black Kettle mounted his big garrison flag above the
wagon, and when they entered the dusty streets of Denver the Stars and Stripes fluttered
protectively over the heads of the chiefs. All of Denver turned out for the procession.

Before the council began, Wynkoop visited Governor Evans for an interview. The governor

was reluctant to have anything to do with the Indians. He said that the Cheyennes and Arapahos



should be punished before giving them any peace. This was also the opinion of the department
commander, General Samuel R. Curtis, who telegraphed Colonel Chivington from Fort
Leavenworth that very day: “I want no peace till the Indians suffer more.” 11

Finally Wynkoop had to beg the governor to meet with the Indians. “But what shall I do with
the Third Colorado Regiment if I make peace?” Evans asked. “They have been raised to kill
Indians, and they must kill Indians.” He explained to Wynkoop that Washington officials had
given him permission to raise the new regiment because he had sworn it was necessary for
protection against hostile Indians, and if he now made peace the Washington politicians would
accuse him of misrepresentation. There was political pressure on Evans from Coloradans who
wanted to avoid the military draft of 1864 by serving in uniform against a few poorly armed
Indians rather than against the Confederates farther east. Eventually Evans gave in to Major
Wynkoop’s pleadings; after all, the Indians had come four hundred miles to see him in response to
his proclamation. 12

The council was held at Camp Weld near Denver, and consisted of the chiefs, Evans,
Chivington, Wynkoop, several other Army officers, and Simeon Whitely, who was there by the
governor’s order to record every word said by the participants. Governor Evans opened the
proceedings brusquely, asking the chiefs what they had to say. Black Kettle replied in Cheyenne,
with the tribe’s old trader friend, John S. Smith, translating:

“On sight of your circular of June 27, 1864, I took hold of the matter, and have now come to
talk to you about it. ... Major Wynkoop proposed that we come to see you. We have come with
our eyes shut, following his handful of men, like coming through the fire. All we ask is that we
may have peace with the whites. We want to hold you by the hand. You are our father. We have
been traveling through a cloud. The sky has been dark ever since the war began. These braves who
are with me are willing to do what I say. We want to take good tidings home to our people, that
they may sleep in peace. I want you to give all these chiefs of the soldiers here to understand that
we are for peace, and that we have made peace, that we may not be mistaken by them for enemies.
I have not come here with a little wolf bark, but have come to talk plain with you. We must live
near the buffalo or starve. When we came here we came free, without any apprehension, to see
you, and when I go home and tell my people that I have taken your hand, and the hands of all the
chiefs here in Denver, they will feel well, and so will all the different tribes of Indians on the
plains, after we have eaten and drunk with them.”

Evans replied: “I am sorry you did not respond to my appeal at once. You have gone into an
alliance with the Sioux, who are at war with us.”

Black Kettle was surprised. “I don’t know who could have told you this,” he said.



“No matter who said this,” Evans countered, “but your conduct has proved to my satisfaction
that was the case.”

Several of the chiefs spoke at once then: “This is a mistake; we have made no alliance with
the Sioux or anyone else.”

Evans changed the subject, stating that he was in no mood to make a treaty of peace. “I have
learned that you understand that as the whites are at war among themselves,” he went on, “you
think you can now drive the whites from this country, but this reliance is false. The Great Father at
Washington has men enough to drive all the Indians off the plains, and whip the Rebels at the
same time. ... My advice to you is to turn on the side of the government, and show by your acts
that friendly disposition you profess to me. It is utterly out of the question for you to be at peace
with us while living with our enemies, and being on friendly terms with them.”

White Antelope, the oldest of the chiefs, now spoke: “I understand every word you have said,
and will hold on to it. ... The Cheyennes, all of them, have their eyes open this way, and they will
hear what you say. White Antelope is proud to have seen the chief of all the whites in this country.
He will tell his people. Ever since I went to Washington and received this medal, I have called all
white men as my brothers. But other Indians have been to Washington and got medals, and now
the soldiers do not shake hands, but seek to kill me. ... I fear that these new soldiers who have

gone out may kill some of my people while I am here.”

6. Cheyenne and Arapaho chiefs meeting at the Camp Weld Council on September 28, 1864. Standing, third from left: John Smith,

interpreter; to his left, White Wing and Bosse. Seated left to right: Neva, Bull Bear, Black Kettle, One-Eye, and an unidentified Indian.

Kneeling left to right: Major Edward Wynkoop, Captain Silas Soule.



Evans told him flatly: “There is great danger of it.”

“When we sent our letter to Major Wynkoop,” White Antelope continued, “it was like going
through a strong fire or blast for Major Wynkoop’s men to come to our camp; it was the same for
us to come to see you.”

Governor Evans now began to question the chiefs about specific incidents along the Platte,
trying to trap some of them into admitting participation in raids. “Who took the stock from
Fremont’s Orchard,” he asked, “and had the first fight with the soldiers this spring north of there?”

“Before answering that question,” White Antelope replied boldly, “I would like for you to
know that this was the beginning of the war, and I should like to know what it was for. A soldier
fired first.”

“The Indians had stolen about forty horses,” Evans charged. “The soldiers went to recover
them, and the Indians fired a volley into their ranks.”

White Antelope denied this. “They were coming down the Bijou,” he said, “and found one
horse and one mule. They returned one horse before they got to Gerry’s to a man, then went to
Gerry’s expecting to turn the other one over to someone. They then heard that the soldiers and
Indians were fighting down the Platte; then they took fright and all fled.”

“Who committed depredations at Cottonwood?” Evans demanded.

“The Sioux; what band, we do not know.”

“What are the Sioux going to do next?”

Bull Bear answered the question: “Their plan is to clean out all this country,” he declared.
“They are angry, and will do all the damage to the whites they can. I am with you and the troops,
to fight all those who have no ears to listen to what you say. ... I have never hurt a white man. I
am pushing for something good. I am always going to be friends with whites; they can do me
good. ... My brother Lean Bear died in trying to keep peace with the whites. I am willing to die
the same way, and expect to do so.”

As there seemed little more to discuss, the governor asked Colonel Chivington if he had
anything to say to the chiefs. Chivington arose. He was a towering man with a barrel chest and a
thick neck, a former Methodist preacher who had devoted much of his time to organizing Sunday
schools in the mining camps. To the Indians he appeared like a great bearded bull buffalo with a
glint of furious madness in his eyes. “I am not a big war chief,” Chivington said, “but all the
soldiers in this country are at my command. My rule of fighting white men or Indians is to fight
them until they lay down their arms and submit to military authority. They [the Indians] are nearer
to Major Wynkoop than anyone else, and they can go to him when they are ready to do that.” 13

And so the council ended, leaving the chiefs confused as to whether they had made peace or



not. They were sure of one thing—the only real friend they could count on among the soldiers was
Tall Chief Wynkoop. The shiny-eyed Eagle Chief, Chivington, had said they should go to
Wynkoop at Fort Lyon, and that is what they decided to do.

“So now we broke up our camp on the Smoky Hill and moved down to Sand Creek, about
forty miles northeast of Fort Lyon,” George Bent said. “From this new camp the Indians went in
and visited Major Wynkoop, and the people at the fort seemed so friendly that after a short time
the Arapahos left us and moved right down to the fort, where they went into camp and received
regular rations.” 14

Wynkoop issued the rations after Little Raven and Left Hand told him the Arapahos could
find no buffalo or other wild game on the reservation, and they were fearful of sending hunting
parties back to the Kansas herds. They may have heard about Chivington’s recent order to his
soldiers: “Kill all the Indians you come across.” 12

Wynkoop’s friendly dealings with the Indians soon brought him into disfavor with military
officials in Colorado and Kansas. He was reprimanded for taking the chiefs to Denver without
authorization, and was accused of “letting the Indians run things at Fort Lyon.” On November 3,
Major Scott J. Anthony, an officer of Chivington’s Colorado Volunteers, arrived at Fort Lyon with
orders to relieve Wynkoop as commander of the post.

One of Anthony’s first orders was to cut the Arapahos’ rations and to demand the surrender
of their weapons. They gave him three rifles, one pistol, and sixty bows with arrows. A few days
later when a group of unarmed Arapahos approached the fort to trade buffalo hides for rations,
Anthony ordered his guards to fire on them. Anthony laughed when the Indians turned and ran.
He remarked to one of the soldiers “that they had annoyed him enough, and that was the only way
to get rid of them.” 16

The Cheyennes who were camped on Sand Creek heard from the Arapahos that an
unfriendly little red-eyed soldier chief had taken the place of their friend Wynkoop. In the Deer
Rutting Moon of mid-November, Black Kettle and a party of Cheyennes journeyed to the fort to
see this new soldier chief. His eyes were indeed red (the result of scurvy), but he pretended to be
friendly. Several officers who were present at the meeting between Black Kettle and Anthony
testified afterward that Anthony assured the Cheyennes that if they returned to their camp at Sand
Creek they would be under the protection of Fort Lyon. He also told them that their young men
could go east toward the Smoky Hill to hunt buffalo until he secured permission from the Army to
issue them winter rations.

Pleased with Anthony’s remarks, Black Kettle said that he and the other Cheyenne leaders

had been thinking of moving far south of the Arkansas so that they would feel safe from the



soldiers, but that the words of Major Anthony made them feel safe at Sand Creek. They would
stay there for the winter.

After the Cheyenne delegation departed, Anthony ordered Left Hand and Little Raven to
disband the Arapaho camp near Fort Lyon. “Go and hunt buffalo to feed yourselves,” he told
them. Alarmed by Anthony’s brusqueness, the Arapahos packed up and began moving away.
When they were well out of view of the fort, the two bands of Arapahos separated. Left Hand
went with his people to Sand Creek to join the Cheyennes. Little Raven led his band across the
Arkansas River and headed south; he did not trust the Red-Eyed Soldier Chief.

Anthony now informed his superiors that “there is a band of Indians within forty miles of the

post. ... I'shall try to keep the Indians quiet until such time as I receive reinforcements.” 1

7. Little Raven, chief of the Arapahos. Photographer not recorded, but taken prior to 1877. Courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution.

On November 26, when the post trader, Gray Blanket John Smith, requested permission to
go out to Sand Creek to trade for hides, Major Anthony was unusually cooperative. He provided
Smith with an Army ambulance to haul his goods, and also a driver, Private David Louderback of
the Colorado Cavalry. If nothing else would lull the Indians into a sense of security and keep them

camped where they were, the presence of a post trader and a peaceful representative of the Army



should do so.

Twenty-four hours later the reinforcements which Anthony said he needed to attack the
Indians were approaching Fort Lyon. They were six hundred men of Colonel Chivington’s
Colorado regiments, including most of the Third, which had been formed by Governor John Evans
for the sole purpose of fighting Indians. When the vanguard reached the fort, they surrounded it
and forbade anyone to leave under penalty of death. About the same time a detachment of twenty
cavalrymen reached William Bent’s ranch a few miles to the east, surrounded Bent’s house, and
forbade anyone to enter or leave. Bent’s two half-breed sons, George and Charlie, and his half-
breed son-in-law Edmond Guerrier were camped with the Cheyennes on Sand Creek.

When Chivington rode up to the officers’ quarters at Fort Lyon, Major Anthony greeted him
warmly. Chivington began talking of “collecting scalps” and “wading in gore.” Anthony responded
by saying that he had been “waiting for a good chance to pitch into them,” and that every man at
Fort Lyon was eager to join Chivington’s expedition against the Indians. 18

Not all of Anthony’s officers, however, were eager or even willing to join Chivington’s well-
planned massacre. Captain Silas Soule, Lieutenant Joseph Cramer, and Lieutenant James Connor
protested that an attack on Black Kettle’s peaceful camp would violate the pledge of safety given
the Indians by both Wynkoop and Anthony, “that it would be murder in every sense of the word,”
and any officer participating would dishonor the uniform of the Army.

Chivington became violently angry at them and brought his fist down close to Lieutenant
Cramer’s face. “Damn any man who sympathizes with Indians!” he cried. “I have come to kill

Indians, and believe it is right and honorable to use any means under God’s heaven to kill Indians.”
19

Soule, Cramer, and Connor had to join the expedition or face a court-martial, but they
quietly resolved not to order their men to fire on the Indians except in self-defense.

At eight o’clock on the evening of November 28, Chivington’s column, now consisting of
more than seven hundred men by the addition of Anthony’s troops, moved out in column of fours.
Four twelve-pounder mountain howitzers accompanied the cavalry. Stars glittered in a clear sky;
the night air carried a sharp bite of frost.

For a guide Chivington conscripted sixty-nine-year-old James Beckwourth, a mulatto who
had lived with the Indians for half a century. Medicine Calf Beckwourth tried to beg off, but
Chivington threatened to hang the old man if he refused to guide the soldiers to the Cheyenne-
Arapaho encampment.

As the column moved on, it became evident that Beckwourth’s dimming eyes and rheumatic

bones handicapped his usefulness as a guide. At a ranch house near Spring Bottom, Chivington



stopped and ordered the rancher hauled out of his bed to take Beckwourth’s place as guide. The
rancher was Robert Bent, eldest son of William Bent; all three of Bent’s half-Cheyenne sons

would soon be together at Sand Creek.

The Cheyenne camp lay in a horseshoe bend of Sand Creek north of an almost dry stream bed.
Black Kettle’s tepee was near the center of the village, with White Antelope’s and War Bonnet’s
people to the west. On the east side and slightly separated from the Cheyennes was Left Hand’s
Arapaho camp. Altogether there were about six hundred Indians in the creek bend, two-thirds of
them being women and children. Most of the warriors were several miles to the east hunting
buffalo for the camp, as they had been told to do by Major Anthony.

So confident were the Indians of absolute safety, they kept no night watch except of the pony
herd which was corralled below the creek. The first warning they had of an attack was about
sunrise—the drumming of hooves on the sand flats. “I was sleeping in a lodge,” Edmond Guerrier
said. “I heard, at first, some of the squaws outside say there were a lot of buffalo coming into
camp; others said they were a lot of soldiers.” Guerrier immediately went outside and started
toward Gray Blanket Smith’s tent. 20

George Bent, who was sleeping in the same area, said that he was still in his blankets when he
heard shouts and the noise of people running about the camp. “From down the creek a large body
of troops was advancing at a rapid trot ... more soldiers could be seen making for the Indian pony
herds to the south of the camps; in the camps themselves all was confusion and noise—men,
women, and children rushing out of the lodges partly dressed; women and children screaming at
sight of the troops; men running back into the lodges for their arms. ... I looked toward the chief’s
lodge and saw that Black Kettle had a large American flag tied to the end of a long lodgepole and
was standing in front of his lodge, holding the pole, with the flag fluttering in the gray light of the
winter dawn. I heard him call to the people not to be afraid, that the soldiers would not hurt them;
then the troops opened fire from two sides of the camp.” 21

Meanwhile young Guerrier had joined Gray Blanket Smith and Private Louderback at the
trader’s tent. “Louderback proposed we should go out and meet the troops. We started. Before we
got outside the edge of the tent I could see soldiers begin to dismount. I thought they were
artillerymen and were about to shell the camp. I had hardly spoken when they began firing with
their rifles and pistols. When I saw I could not get to them, I struck out; I left the soldier and
Smith.”

Louderback halted momentarily, but Smith kept moving ahead toward the cavalrymen.

“Shoot the damned old son of a bitch!” a soldier shouted from the ranks. “He’s no better than an



Indian.” At the first scattered shots, Smith and Louderback turned and ran for their tent. Smith’s
half-breed son, Jack, and Charlie Bent had already taken cover there. 22

By this time hundreds of Cheyenne women and children were gathering around Black
Kettle’s flag. Up the dry creek bed, more were coming from White Antelope’s camp. After all,
had not Colonel Greenwood told Black Kettle that as long as the United States flag flew above
him no soldier would fire upon him? White Antelope, an old man of seventy-five, unarmed, his
dark face seamed from sun and weather, strode toward the soldiers. He was still confident that the
soldiers would stop firing as soon as they saw the American flag and the white surrender flag
which Black Kettle had now run up.

Medicine Calf Beckwourth, riding beside Colonel Chivington, saw White Antelope
approaching. “He came running out to meet the command,” Beckwourth later testified, “holding
up his hands and saying ‘Stop! stop!” He spoke it in as plain English as I can. He stopped and
folded his arms until shot down.” 23 Survivors among the Cheyennes said that White Antelope

sang the death song before he died:

Nothing lives long

Only the earth and the mountains.

From the direction of the Arapaho camp, Left Hand and his people also tried to reach Black
Kettle’s flag. When Left Hand saw the troops, he stood with his arms folded, saying he would not
fight the white men because they were his friends. He was shot down.

Robert Bent, who was riding unwillingly with Colonel Chivington, said that when they came
in sight of the camp “I saw the American flag waving and heard Black Kettle tell the Indians to
stand around the flag, and there they were huddled—men, women, and children. This was when
we were within fifty yards of the Indians. I also saw a white flag raised. These flags were in so
conspicuous a position that they must have been seen. When the troops fired, the Indians ran,
some of the men into their lodges, probably to get their arms. ... I think there were six hundred
Indians in all. I think there were thirty-five braves and some old men, about sixty in all ... the rest
of the men were away from camp, hunting. ... After the firing the warriors put the squaws and
children together, and surrounded them to protect them. I saw five squaws under a bank for
shelter. When the troops came up to them they ran out and showed their persons to let the soldiers
know they were squaws and begged for mercy, but the soldiers shot them all. I saw one squaw
lying on the bank whose leg had been broken by a shell; a soldier came up to her with a drawn

saber; she raised her arm to protect herself, when he struck, breaking her arm; she rolled over and



raised her other arm, when he struck, breaking it, and then left her without killing her. There
seemed to be indiscriminate slaughter of men, women, and children. There were some thirty or
forty squaws collected in a hole for protection; they sent out a little girl about six years old with a
white flag on a stick; she had not proceeded but a few steps when she was shot and killed. All the
squaws in that hole were afterwards killed, and four or five bucks outside. The squaws offered no
resistance. Every one I saw dead was scalped. I saw one squaw cut open with an unborn child, as I
thought, lying by her side. Captain Soule afterwards told me that such was the fact. I saw the body
of White Antelope with the privates cut off, and I heard a soldier say he was going to make a
tobacco pouch out of them. I saw one squaw whose privates had been cut out. ... I saw a little girl
about five years of age who had been hid in the sand; two soldiers discovered her, drew their
pistols and shot her, and then pulled her out of the sand by the arm. I saw quite a number of
infants in arms killed with their mothers.” 24

(In a public speech made in Denver not long before this massacre, Colonel Chivington
advocated the killing and scalping of all Indians, even infants. “Nits make lice!” he declared.)

Robert Bent’s description of the soldiers’ atrocities was corroborated by Lieutenant James
Connor: “In going over the battleground the next day I did not see a body of man, woman, or child
but was scalped, and in many instances their bodies were mutilated in the most horrible manner—
men, women, and children’s privates cut out, &c; I heard one man say that he had cut out a
woman’s private parts and had them for exhibition on a stick; I heard another man say that he had
cut the fingers off an Indian to get the rings on the hand; according to the best of my knowledge
and belief these atrocities that were committed were with the knowledge of J. M. Chivington, and
I do not know of his taking any measures to prevent them; I heard of one instance of a child a few
months old being thrown in the feed-box of a wagon, and after being carried some distance left on
the ground to perish; I also heard of numerous instances in which men had cut out the private
parts of females and stretched them over the saddle-bows and wore them over their hats while
riding in the ranks.” 22

A trained and well-disciplined regiment of soldiers undoubtedly could have destroyed almost
all of the defenseless Indians at Sand Creek. Lack of discipline, combined with heavy drinking of
whiskey during the night ride, cowardice, and poor marksmanship among the Colorado troops
made it possible for many Indians to escape. A number of Cheyennes dug rifle pits below high
banks of the dry creek, and held out until nightfall. Others fled singly or in small groups across the
plain. When the shooting ended, 105 Indian women and children and 28 men were dead. In his
official report Chivington claimed between four and five hundred dead warriors. He had lost nine

killed, 38 wounded, many of the casualties resulting from careless firing by the soldiers upon each



other. Among the dead chiefs were White Antelope, One-Eye, and War Bonnet. Black Kettle
miraculously escaped by running up a ravine, but his wife was badly wounded. Left Hand,
although shot down, also managed to survive.

Captives at the end of the fighting totaled seven—John Smith’s Cheyenne wife, the wife of
another white civilian at Fort Lyon and her three children, and the two half-breed boys, Jack
Smith and Charlie Bent. The soldiers wanted to kill the half-breed boys because they were
wearing Indian dress. Old Medicine Calf Beckwourth rescued Charlie Bent by concealing him in a
wagon with a wounded officer, later turning him over to his brother Robert. But Beckwourth
could not save Jack Smith’s life; a soldier shot the trader’s son by firing at him through a hole in
the tent where the boy was being held prisoner.

The third Bent son, George, became separated from Charlie early in the fighting. He joined
the Cheyennes who dug rifle pits under the high banks of the creek. “Just as our party reached this
point,” he said, “I was struck in the hip by a bullet and knocked down; but I managed to tumble
into one of the holes and lay there among the warriors, women, and children.” After nightfall the
survivors crawled out of the holes. It was bitter cold, and blood had frozen over their wounds, but
they dared not make fires. The only thought in their minds was to flee eastward toward the Smoky
Hill and try to join their warriors. “It was a terrible march,” George Bent remembered, “most of
us being on foot, without food, ill-clad, and encumbered with the women and children.” For fifty
miles they endured icy winds, hunger, and pain of wounds, but at last they reached the hunting
camp. “As we rode into that camp there was a terrible scene. Everyone was crying, even the
warriors, and the women and children screaming and wailing. Nearly everyone present had lost
some relatives or friends, and many of them in their grief were gashing themselves with their
knives until the blood flowed in streams.” 26

As soon as his wound healed, George made his way back to his father’s ranch. There from his
brother Charlie he heard more details of the soldiers’ atrocities at Sand Creek—the horrible
scalpings and mutilations, the butchery of children and infants. After a few days the brothers
agreed that as half-breeds they wanted no part of the white man’s civilization. They renounced the
blood of their father, and quietly left his ranch. With them went Charlie’s mother, Yellow Woman,
who swore that she would never again live with a white man. They started north to join the
Cheyennes.

It was now January, the Moon of Strong Cold, when Plains Indians traditionally kept fires
blazing in their lodges, told stories through the long evenings, and slept late in the mornings. But
this was a bad time, and as news of the Sand Creek massacre spread across the plains, the

Cheyennes, Arapahos, and Sioux sent runners back and forth with messages calling for a war of



revenge against the murdering white men.

By the time Yellow Woman and the young Bent brothers reached their relatives on the
Republican River, the Cheyennes were supported by thousands of sympathetic allies—Spotted
Tail’s Brulé Sioux, Pawnee Killer’s Oglala Sioux, and large bands of Northern Arapahos.
Cheyenne Dog Soldiers (now led by Tall Bull) who had refused to go to Sand Creek were there,
and also Roman Nose and his following of young warriors. While the Cheyennes mourned their

dead, the leaders of the tribes smoked war pipes and planned their strategy.

In a few hours of madness at Sand Creek, Chivington and his soldiers destroyed the lives or the
power of every Cheyenne and Arapaho chief who had held out for peace with the white men.
After the flight of the survivors, the Indians rejected Black Kettle and Left Hand, and turned to

their war leaders to save them from extermination.

8. George Bent and his wife, Magpie. Photographed in 1867. Courtesy of State Historical Society of Colorado.

At the same time, United States officials were calling for an investigation of Governor Evans
and Colonel Chivington, and although they must have known it was too late to avoid a general
Indian war, they sent Medicine Calf Beckwourth as an emissary to Black Kettle to see if there was

any possibility of peace.



Beckwourth found the Cheyennes but soon learned that Black Kettle had drifted off
somewhere with a handful of relatives and old men. The leading chief was now Leg-in-the-Water.

“I went into the lodge of Leg-in-the-Water,” Beckwourth said. “When I went in he raised up
and he said, ‘Medicine Calf, what have you come here for; have you fetched the white man to
finish killing our families again?’ I told him I had come to talk to him; call in your council. They
came 1n a short time afterwards, and wanted to know what I had come for. I told them I had come
to persuade them to make peace with the whites, as there was not enough of them to fight the
whites, as they were as numerous as the leaves of the trees. “‘We know it,” was the general response
of the council. ‘But what do we want to live for? The white man has taken our country, killed all
of our game; was not satisfied with that, but killed our wives and children. Now no peace. We
want to go and meet our families in the spirit land. We loved the whites until we found out they
lied to us, and robbed us of what we had. We have raised the battle ax until death.’

“They asked me then why I had come to Sand Creek with the soldiers to show them the
country. I told them if I had not come the white chief would have hung me. ‘Go and stay with your
white brothers, but we are going to fight till death.” I obeyed orders and came back, willing to play
quits.” 27

In January, 1865, the alliance of Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Sioux launched a series of raids
along the South Platte. They attacked wagon trains, stage stations, and small military outposts.
They burned the town of Julesburg, scalping the white defenders in revenge for the scalping of
Indians at Sand Creek. They ripped out miles of telegraph wire. They raided and plundered up and
down the Platte route, halting all communications and supplies. In Denver there was panic as food

shortages began to grow.



9. Edmond Guerrier, interpreter. Photographer not recorded, but taken prior to 1877. Courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution.

When the warriors returned to their winter camp in the Big Timbers on the Republican, they
had a big dance to celebrate their first blows for revenge. Snow blanketed the Plains, but the chiefs
knew that soldiers would soon come marching from all directions with their big-talking guns.
While the dances were still going on, the chiefs held a council to decide where they should go to
escape the pursuing soldiers. Black Kettle was there, and he spoke for going south, below the
Arkansas, where summers were long and buffalo were plentiful. Most of the other chiefs spoke for
going north across the Platte to join their relatives in the Powder River country. No soldiers would
dare march into that great stronghold of the Teton Sioux and Northern Cheyennes. Before the
council ended, the alliance agreed to send runners to the Powder River country to tell the tribes
there that they were coming.

Black Kettle, however, would not go, and some four hundred Cheyennes—mostly old men,
women, and a few badly wounded warriors—agreed to follow him southward. On the last day
before the camp moved out, George Bent said farewell to this last remnant of his mother’s people,
the Southern Cheyennes. “I went around among the lodges and shook hands with Black Kettle and
all my friends. These lodges under Black Kettle moved south of the Arkansas and joined the
Southern Arapahos, Kiowas, and Comanches.” 28

With about three thousand Sioux and Arapahos, the Cheyennes (including Yellow Woman

and the Bent brothers) moved northward, exiled into a land that few of them had seen before.



Along the way they had fights with soldiers who marched out from Fort Laramie, but the alliance
was too strong for the soldiers, and the Indians brushed them off as though they were coyotes
snapping at a mighty buffalo herd.

When they reached the Powder River country, the Southern Cheyennes were welcomed by
their kinsmen, the Northern Cheyennes. The Southerners, who wore cloth blankets and leggings,
traded from white men, thought the Northerners looked very wild in their buffalo robes and
buckskin leggings. The Northern Cheyennes wrapped their braided hair with strips of red-painted
buckskin, wore crow feathers on their heads, and used so many Sioux words that the Southern
Cheyennes had difficulty understanding them. Morning Star, a leading chief of the Northern
Cheyennes, had lived and hunted so long with the Sioux that almost everyone called him by his
Sioux name, Dull Knife.

At first the Southerners camped on the Powder about half a mile apart from the Northerners,
but there was so much visiting back and forth that they soon decided to camp together, pitching
their tepees in an old-time tribal circle with clans grouped together. From that time on, there was
little talk of Southerners and Northerners among these Cheyennes.

In the spring of 1865, when they moved their ponies over to Tongue River for better grazing,
they camped near Red Cloud’s Oglala Sioux. The Cheyennes from the south had never seen so
many Indians camped all together, more than eight thousand, and the days and nights were filled
with hunts and ceremonies and feasts and dances. George Bent later told of inducting Young-Man-
Afraid-of-His-Horses, a Sioux, into his Cheyenne clan, the Crooked Lances. This indicated how
close the Sioux and Cheyennes were in that time.

Although each tribe kept its own laws and customs, these Indians had come to think of
themselves as the People, confident of their power and sure of their right to live as they pleased.
White invaders were challenging them on the east in Dakota and on the south along the Platte, but
they were ready to meet all challenges. “The Great Spirit raised both the white man and the
Indian,” Red Cloud said. “I think he raised the Indian first. He raised me in this land and it
belongs to me. The white man was raised over the great waters, and his land is over there. Since
they crossed the sea, I have given them room. There are now white people all about me. I have but
a small spot of land left. The Great Spirit told me to keep it.” 22

Through the springtime the Indians sent scouting parties down to watch the soldiers who
were guarding the roads and telegraph lines along the Platte. The scouts reported many more
soldiers than usual, some of them prowling northward along Bozeman’s Trail through the Powder
River country. Red Cloud and the other chiefs decided it was time to teach the soldiers a lesson;

they would strike them at the point where they were farthest north, a place the white men called



Platte Bridge Station.

Because the Cheyenne warriors from the south wanted revenge for the relatives massacred at
Sand Creek, most of them were invited to go along on the expedition. Roman Nose of the
Crooked Lances was their leader, and he rode with Red Cloud, Dull Knife, and Old-Man-Afraid-
of-His-Horses. Almost three thousand warriors formed the war party. Among them were the Bent
brothers, painted and dressed for battle.

On July 24 they reached the hills overlooking the bridge across the North Platte. At the
opposite end of the bridge was the military post—a stockade, stage station, and telegraph office.
About a hundred soldiers were inside the stockade. After looking at the place through their field
glasses, the chiefs decided they would burn the bridge, cross the river at a shallow ford below, and
then lay siege to the stockade. But first they would try to draw the soldiers outside with decoys and
kill as many as possible.

Ten warriors went down in the afternoon, but the soldiers would not come out of their
stockade. Next morning another set of decoys lured the soldiers out on the bridge, but they would
come no farther. On the third morning, to the Indians’ surprise, a platoon of cavalrymen marched
out of the fort, crossed the bridge, and turned westward at a trot. In a matter of seconds, several
hundred Cheyennes and Sioux were mounted on their ponies and swarming down the hills toward
the Bluecoats. “As we went into the troops,” George Bent said, “I saw an officer on a bay horse
rush past me through the dense clouds of dust and smoke. His horse was running away from him
... the lieutenant had an arrow sticking in his forehead and his face was streaming with blood.”
(The fatally wounded officer was Lieutenant Caspar Collins.) A few of the cavalrymen escaped
and reached a rescue platoon of infantrymen on the bridge. Cannon from the fort broke off further
pursuit by the Indians.

While the fighting was going on, some of the Indians still on the hills discovered why the
cavalrymen had marched out of the fort. They had been riding to meet a wagon train approaching
from the west. In a few minutes, the Indians had the wagon train surrounded, but the soldiers dug
in under the wagons and put up a stubborn fight. During the first minutes of the fighting. Roman
Nose’s brother was killed. When Roman Nose heard of this, he was angry for revenge. He called
out for all the Cheyennes to prepare for a charge. “We are going to empty the soldiers’ guns!” he
shouted. Roman Nose was wearing his medicine bonnet and shield, and he knew that no bullets
could strike him. He led the Cheyennes into a circle around the wagons, and they lashed their
ponies so that they ran very fast. As the circle tightened closer to the wagons, the soldiers emptied
all their guns at once, and then the Cheyennes charged straight for the wagons and killed all the

soldiers. They were disappointed by what they found in the wagons; nothing was there but soldiers’



bedding and mess chests.

That night in camp Red Cloud and the other chiefs decided they had taught the soldiers to
fear the power of the Indians. And so they returned to the Powder River country, hopeful that the
white men would now obey the Laramie treaty and quit prowling without permission into the
Indians’ country north of the Platte.

Meanwhile, Black Kettle and the last remnants of the Southern Cheyennes had moved south of the
Arkansas River. They joined Little Raven’s Arapahos, who by this time had heard of the Sand
Creek massacre and were mourning friends and relatives lost there. During the summer (1865)
their hunters found only a few buffalo below the Arkansas, but they were afraid to go back north
where the big herds grazed between the Smoky Hill and Republican rivers.

Late in the summer, runners and messengers began coming from all directions looking for
Black Kettle and Little Raven. Suddenly they had become very important. Some white officials
had journeyed from Washington to find the Cheyennes and Arapahos and tell them the Great
Father and his Council were filled with pity for them. The government officials wanted to make a
new treaty.

Although the Cheyennes and Arapahos had been driven from Colorado, and settlers were
claiming their lands, it seemed that the titles to the lands were not clear. By the law of the old
treaties it could be proven that Denver City itself stood upon Cheyenne and Arapaho land. The
government wanted all Indian land claims in Colorado extinguished so that white settlers would be
certain they owned the land once they had claimed it.

Black Kettle and Little Raven would not agree to meet with the officials until they heard
from the Little White Man, William Bent. He told them that he had tried to persuade the United
States to give the Indians permanent rights to the buffalo country between the Smoky Hill and
Republican, but the government refused to do this because a stage line and later a railroad would
pass through that country, bringing more white settlers. The Cheyennes and Arapahos would have
to live south of the Arkansas River.

In the Drying Grass Moon, Black Kettle and Little Raven met the commissioners at the
mouth of the Little Arkansas. The Indians had seen two of these treaty makers before—Black
Whiskers Sanborn and White Whiskers Harney. They believed Sanborn to be a friend, but they
remembered Harney had massacred the Brulé Sioux at the Blue Water in Nebraska in 1855.
Agents Murphy and Leavenworth were there, and a straight-talking man, James Steele. Rope
Thrower Carson, who had separated the Navahos from their tribal lands, was also there. Gray

Blanket Smith, who had endured the ordeal of Sand Creek with them, came to translate, and the



Little White Man was there to do the best he could for them.

“Here we are, all together, Arapahos and Cheyennes,” Black Kettle said, “but few of us, we
are one people. ... All my friends, the Indians that are holding back—they are afraid to come in;
are afraid they will be betrayed as I have been.”

“It will be a very hard thing to leave the country that God gave us,” Little Raven said. “Our
friends are buried there, and we hate to leave these grounds. ... There is something strong for us—
that fool band of soldiers that cleared out our lodges and killed our women and children. This is
hard on us. There at Sand Creek—White Antelope and many other chiefs lie there; our women
and children lie there. Our lodges were destroyed there, and our horses were taken from us there,
and I do not feel disposed to go right off to a new country and leave them.”

James Steele answered: “We all fully realize that it is hard for any people to leave their homes
and graves of their ancestors, but, unfortunately for you, gold has been discovered in your country,
and a crowd of white people have gone there to live, and a great many of these people are the
worst enemies of the Indians—men who do not care for their interests, and who would not stop at
any crime to enrich themselves. These men are now in your country—in all parts of it—and there
is no portion where you can live and maintain yourselves but what you will come in contact with
them. The consequences of this state of things are that you are in constant danger of being
imposed upon, and you have to resort to arms in self-defense. Under the circumstances, there is, in
the opinion of the commission, no part of the former country large enough where you can live in
peace.”

Black Kettle said: “Our forefathers, when alive, lived all over this country; they did not know
about doing wrong; since then they have died, and gone I don’t know where. We have all lost our
way. ... Our Great Father sent you here with his words to us, and we take hold of them. Although
the troops have struck us, we throw it all behind and are glad to meet you in peace and friendship.
What you have come here for, and what the President has sent you for, I don’t object to, but say
yes to it. ... The white people can go wherever they please and they will not be disturbed by us,
and I want you to let them know. ... We are different nations, but it seems as if we were but one
people, whites and all. ... Again I take you by the hand, and I feel happy. These people that are
with us are glad to think that we have peace once more, and can sleep soundly, and that we can
live.” 30

And so they agreed to live south of the Arkansas, sharing land that belonged to the Kiowas.
On October 14, 1865, the chiefs and head men of what remained of the Southern Cheyennes and
Arapahos signed the new treaty agreeing to “perpetual peace.” Article 2 of the treaty read: “It is
further agreed by the Indian parties hereto ... that henceforth they will, and do hereby, relinquish



all claims or rights ... in and to the country bounded as follows, viz: beginning at the junction of
the north and south forks of the Platte River; thence up the north fork to the top of the principal
range of the Rocky Mountains, or to the Red Buttes; thence southwardly along the summit of the
Rocky Mountains to the headwaters of the Arkansas River; thence down the Arkansas River to the
Cimarone crossing of the same; thence to the place of beginning; which country they claim to
have originally owned, and never to have relinquished the title thereto.” 31

Thus did the Cheyennes and Arapahos abandon all claims to the Territory of Colorado. And

that of course was the real meaning of the massacre at Sand Creek.
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FIVE

Powder River Invasion

1865—April 2, Confederates abandon Richmond. April 9, Lee surrenders to Grant at
Appomattox; Civil War ends. April 14, John Wilkes Booth assassinates President Lincoln;
Andrew Johnson becomes President. June 13, President Johnson issues proclamation for
reconstruction of former Confederate States. October, U.S. asks France to recall troops from
Mexico. December 18, Thirteenth Amendment to U.S. Constitution abolishes slavery. Lewis

Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and Tolstoy’s War and Peace published.

Whose voice was first sounded on this land? The voice of the red people who had but bows
and arrows. ... What has been done in my country I did not want, did not ask for it; white
people going through my country. ... When the white man comes in my country he leaves a
trail of blood behind him. ... I have two mountains in that country—the Black Hills and the
Big Horn Mountain. I want the Great Father to make no roads through them. I have told these
things three times; now I have come here to tell them the fourth time.

—MAHPIUA LUTA (RED CLOUD) OF THE OGLALA SIOUX

AFTER RETURNING TO THE Powder River country following the Platte Bridge fight, the Plains
Indians began preparing for their usual summer medicine ceremonies. The tribes camped near
each other at the mouth of Crazy Woman’s Fork of the Powder. Farther north along that river and
the Little Missouri were some Teton Sioux who had moved west that year to get away from
General Sully’s soldiers in Dakota. Sitting Bull and his Hunkpapa people were there, and these
cousins of the Oglalas sent emissaries down for a big sun dance, the annual religious renewal of
the Tetons. While the sun dance was in progress, the Cheyennes held their medicine-arrows
ceremony, which lasted four days. The Arrow Keeper unwrapped the four secret arrows from their
coyote fur bag, and all the males in the tribe passed by to make an offering and pray to the arrows.

Black Bear, one of the leading chiefs of the Northern Arapahos, decided to take his people
west to Tongue River; he invited some of the Southern Arapahos who had come north after Sand
Creek to go with them. They would set up a village on the Tongue, he said, and have many hunts

and dances before the coming of the cold moons.



And so by late August, 1865, the tribes in the Powder River country were scattered from the
Bighorns on the west to the Black Hills on the east. They were so sure of the country’s
impregnability that most of them were skeptical when they first began hearing rumors of soldiers
coming at them from four directions.

Three of the soldier columns were under command of General Patrick E. Connor, who had
transferred from Utah in May to fight Indians along the Platte route. In 1863 Star Chief Connor
had surrounded a camp of Paiutes on Bear River and butchered 278 of them. For this he was
hailed by the white men as a brave defender of the frontier from the “red foe.”

In July, 1865, Connor announced that the Indians north of the Platte “must be hunted like
wolves,” and he began organizing three columns of soldiers for an invasion of the Powder River
country. One column under Colonel Nelson Cole would march from Nebraska to the Black Hills
of Dakota. A second column under Colonel Samuel Walker would move straight north from Fort
Laramie to link up with Cole in the Black Hills. The third column, with Connor himself in
command, would head in a northwesterly direction along the Bozeman Road toward Montana.
General Connor thus hoped to trap the Indians between his column and the combined forces of
Cole and Walker. He warned his officers to accept no overtures of peace from the Indians, and
ordered bluntly: “Attack and kill every male Indian over twelve years of age.” 1

Early in August the three columns were set in motion. If everything went according to plan,
they would rendezvous about September 1 on Rosebud River in the heart of hostile Indian
country.

A fourth column, which had no connection with Connor’s expeditions, was also approaching
the Powder River country from the east. Organized by a civilian, James A. Sawyers, to open a new
overland route, this column had no objective other than to reach the Montana gold fields. Because
Sawyers knew that he would be trespassing on Indian treaty lands, he expected resistance and
therefore had obtained two companies of infantrymen to escort his group of seventy-three
goldseekers and eighty wagons of supplies.

It was about August 14 or 15 when the Sioux and Cheyennes who were camped along the
Powder first learned of Sawyers’ approaching train. “Our hunters rode into camp much excited,”
George Bent recalled afterward, “and said soldiers were up the river. Our village crier, a man
named Bull Bear, mounted and rode about our camp, crying that soldiers were coming. Red Cloud
got in his herd and mounted and rode through the Sioux camp, crying the same thing for the
Sioux. Everybody ran for ponies. At such times a man always took any pony he wanted; if the
pony was killed in the fight the rider did not have to pay its owner for it, but everything the rider

captured in battle belonged to the owner of the pony he rode. When all were mounted we rode up



the Powder about fifteen miles, where we came upon the Sawyers ‘road-building party,” a big train
of emigrants moving along with soldiers marching on each side of it.” 2

As part of their booty taken during the Platte Bridge fight the Indians had brought back some
Army uniforms and bugles. On leaving camp, George Bent hastily donned an officer’s blouse, and
his brother Charlie carried along a bugle. They thought these things might mystify the soldiers and
make them jumpy. About five hundred Sioux and Cheyennes were in the war party, and both Red
Cloud and Dull Knife went along. The chiefs were very angry that soldiers had come into their
country without asking permission.

When they first sighted the wagon train, it was moving along between two hills with a herd of
about three hundred cattle in the rear. The Indians divided and spread out along opposite ridges,
and at a signal began firing upon the soldier escorts. In a few minutes the train formed in a circular
corral with the cattle herded inside and the wagon wheels interlocked.

For two or three hours the warriors amused themselves by creeping down gullies and
suddenly opening fire at close range. A few of the more daring riders galloped in close, circled the
wagons, and then swept out of range. After the soldiers started firing their two howitzers, the
warriors kept behind little hillocks, uttering war cries and insulting the soldiers. Charlie Bent blew
his bugle several times and shouted all the Anglo-Saxon profanity he could remember hearing
around his father’s trading post. (“They taunted us in a most aggravating manner,” one of the
besieged goldseekers said afterward. “Some few of them could speak enough English to call us all
the vile names imaginable.” 3)

The wagon train could not move, but neither could the Indians get at it. About midday, to end
the stalemate, the chiefs ordered a white flag hoisted. A few minutes later a man in buckskins
came riding out of the wagon corral. Because the Bent brothers could speak English, they were
sent down to meet the emissary. The man was a good-humored Mexican, Juan Suse, and he was as
much surprised by the Bents’ English as he was by George’s blue uniform blouse. Suse, who knew
little English, had to use sign language, but he managed to make them understand that the
commander of the wagon train was willing to parley with the Indian chiefs.

A meeting was quickly arranged, the Bents becoming interpreters now for Red Cloud and
Dull Knife. Colonel Sawyers and Captain George Williford came out from the corral with a small
escort. Colonel Sawyers’ title was honorary, but he considered himself in command of the wagon
train. Captain Williford’s title was genuine; his two companies of soldiers were Galvanized
Yankees, former Confederate prisoners of war. Williford’s nerves were on edge. He was unsure of
his men, unsure of his authority on the expedition. He glared at the blue uniform coat worn by the

half-breed Cheyenne interpreter, George Bent.



When Red Cloud demanded an explanation for the presence of soldiers in the Indians’
country, Captain Williford replied by asking why the Indians had attacked peaceful white men.
Charlie Bent, still embittered by memories of Sand Creek, told Williford that the Cheyennes
would fight all white men until the government hanged Colonel Chivington. Sawyers protested that
he had not come to fight Indians; he was seeking a short route to the Montana gold fields, and only
wanted to pass through the country.

“I interpreted to the chiefs,” George Bent said afterward, “and Red Cloud replied if the
whites would go clear out of his country and make no roads it was all right. Dull Knife said the
same for the Cheyennes; then both chiefs said for the officer [Williford] to take the train due west
from this place, then turn north and when he had passed the Bighorn Mountains he would be out
of their country.” 4

Sawyers again protested. To follow such a route would take him too far out of his way; he
said he wanted to move north along the Powder River valley to find a fort that General Connor
was building there.

This was the first news that Red Cloud and Dull Knife had heard of General Connor and his
invasion. They expressed surprise and anger that soldiers would dare build a fort in the heart of
their hunting grounds. Seeing that the chiefs were growing hostile, Sawyers quickly offered them a
wagonload of goods—flour, sugar, coffee, and tobacco. Red Cloud suggested that gunpowder,
shot, and caps be added to the list, but Captain Williford objected strongly; in fact, the military
officer was opposed to giving the Indians anything.

Finally the chiefs agreed to accept a full wagonload of flour, sugar, coffee, and tobacco in
exchange for granting permission for the train to move to Powder River. “The officer told me,”
George Bent later said, “to hold the Indians back away from the train and he would unload the
goods on the ground. He wanted to go on to the river and camp. This was at noon. After he
reached the river and corralled his train there, another lot of Sioux came up from the village. The
wagonload of goods had already been divided by the first party of Indians, so these newcomers
demanded more goods, and when the officer refused they began firing on the corral.” 2

This second band of Sioux harassed Sawyers and Williford for several days, but Red Cloud
and Dull Knife and their warriors took no part in it. They moved on up the valley to see if there
was anything to the rumors of soldiers building a fort on the Powder.

In the meantime, Star Chief Connor had started construction of a stockade about sixty miles
south of the Crazy Woman Fork of the Powder and named it in honor of himself, Fort Connor.
With Connor’s column was a company of Pawnee scouts under command of Captain Frank

North. The Pawnees were old tribal enemies of the Sioux, Cheyennes, and Arapahos, and they had



been enlisted for the campaign at regular cavalrymen’s pay. While the soldiers cut logs for
Connor’s stockade, the Pawnees scouted the area in search of their enemies. On August 16 they
sighted a small party of Cheyennes approaching from the south. With them was Charlie Bent’s
mother, Yellow Woman.

She was riding with four men slightly in advance of the main party, and when she first saw
the Pawnees on a low hill she thought they were Cheyennes or Sioux. The Pawnees signaled with
their blankets that they were friends, and the Cheyennes moved on toward them, suspecting no
danger. When the Cheyennes came close to the hill, the Pawnees suddenly attacked them. And so
Yellow Woman, who had left William Bent because he was a member of the white race, died at
the hands of a mercenary of her own race. On that day her son Charlie was only a few miles to the

east with Dull Knife’s warriors, returning from the siege of Sawyers’ wagon train.

10. Red Cloud, or Mahpiua-luta, of the Oglala Dakotas. Photographed by Charles M. Bell in Washington, D.C., in 1880. Courtesy of
the

Smithsonian Institution.

On August 22 General Connor decided that the stockade on the Powder was strong enough to
be held by one cavalry company. Leaving most of his supplies there, he started with the remainder

of his column on a forced march toward the Tongue River valley in search of any large



concentrations of Indian lodges that his scouts might find. Had he moved north along the Powder
he would have found thousands of Indians eager for a fight—Red Cloud’s and Dull Knife’s
warriors who were out searching for Connor’s soldiers.

About a week after Connor’s column left the Powder, a Cheyenne warrior named Little
Horse was traveling across this same country with his wife and young son. Little Horse’s wife was
an Arapaho woman, and they were making a summer visit to see her relatives at Black Bear’s
Arapaho camp on Tongue River. Along the way one day, a pack on his wife’s horse got loose.
When she dismounted to tighten it, she happened to glance back across a ridge. A file of mounted
men was coming along the trail far behind them.

“Look over there,” she called to Little Horse.

“They’re soldiers!” Little Horse cried. “Hurry!”

As soon as they were over the next hill, and out of view of the soldiers, they turned off the
trail. Little Horse cut loose the travois on which his young son was riding, took the boy on behind
him, and they rode fast—straight across country for Black Bear’s camp. They came galloping in,
disturbing the peaceful village of 250 lodges pitched on a mesa above the river. The Arapahos
were rich in ponies that year; three thousand were corralled along the stream.

None of the Arapahos believed that soldiers could be within hundreds of miles, and when
Little Horse’s wife tried to get the crier to warn the people, he said: “Little Horse has made a
mistake; he just saw some Indians coming over the trail, and nothing more.” Certain that the
horsemen they had seen were soldiers, Little Horse and his wife hurried on to find her relatives.
Her brother, Panther, was resting in front of his tepee, and they told him that soldiers were coming
and that he had better move out in a hurry. “Pack up whatever you wish to take along,” Little
Horse said. “We must go tonight.”

Panther laughed at his Cheyenne brother-in-law. “You’re always getting frightened and
making mistakes about things,” he said. “You saw nothing but some buffalo.”

“Very well,” Little Horse replied, “you need not go unless you want to, but we shall go
tonight.” His wife managed to persuade some of her other relatives to pack up, and before
nightfall they left the village and moved several miles down the Tongue. ©

Early the next morning, Star Chief Connor’s soldiers attacked the Arapaho camp. By chance,
a warrior who had taken one of his race horses out for a run happened to see the troops
assembling behind a ridge. He galloped back to camp as fast as he could, giving some of the
Arapahos a chance to flee down the river.

A few moments later, at the sound of a bugle and the blast of a howitzer, eighty Pawnee

scouts and 250 of Connor’s cavalrymen charged the village from two sides. The Pawnees swerved



toward the three thousand ponies which the Arapaho herders were desperately trying to scatter
along the river valley. The village, which had been peaceful and quiet a few minutes before,
suddenly became a scene of fearful tumult—horses rearing and whinnying, dogs barking, women
screaming, children crying, warriors and soldiers yelling and cursing.

The Arapahos tried to form a line of defense to screen the flight of their noncombatants, but
in the first rattle of rifle fire some women and children were caught between the warriors and the
cavalrymen. “The troops,” said one of Connor’s officers, “killed a warrior, who, falling from his
horse, dropped two Indian children he had been carrying. In retreating, the Indians left the
children about halfway between the two lines, where they could not be reached by either party.”
The children were shot down. Z

“I was in the village in the midst of a hand-to-hand fight with warriors and their squaws,”
another officer said, “for many of the female portion of this band did as brave fighting as their
savage lords. Unfortunately for the women and children, our men had no time to direct their aim
... squaws and children, as well as warriors, fell among the dead and wounded.” &

As quickly as they could catch ponies, the Arapahos mounted and began retreating up Wolf
Creek, the soldiers pressing after them. With the soldiers was a scout in buckskins, and some of
the older Arapahos recognized him as an old acquaintance who had trapped along the Tongue and
Powder years before and had married one of their women. They had considered him a friend.
Blanket, they called him, Blanket Jim Bridger. Now he was a mercenary like the Pawnees.

For ten miles the Arapahos retreated that day, and when the soldiers’ horses grew tired, the
warriors turned on them, using their old trade guns upon the Bluecoats and stinging them with
arrows. By early afternoon Black Bear and his warriors pushed Connor’s cavalrymen back to the
village, but artillerymen had mounted two howitzers there, and the big-talking guns filled the air
with whistling pieces of metal. The Arapahos could go no farther.

While the Arapahos watched from the hills, the soldiers tore down all the lodges in the
village and heaped poles, tepee covers, buffalo robes, blankets, furs, and thirty tons of pemmican
into great mounds and set fire to them. Everything the Arapahos owned—shelter, clothing, and
their winter supply of food—went up in smoke. And then the soldiers and the Pawnees mounted
up and went away with the ponies they had captured, a thousand animals, one-third of the tribe’s
pony herd.

During the afternoon Little Horse, the Cheyenne who had tried to warn the Arapahos that
soldiers were coming, heard the sound of the big guns. As soon as the soldiers left, he and his wife
and those of her relatives who had heeded their warning came back into the burned village. They

found more than fifty dead Indians. Panther, Little Horse’s brother-in-law, was lying beside a



circle of yellowed grass where his lodge had stood that morning. Many others, including Black
Bear’s son, were badly wounded and soon would die. The Arapahos had nothing left except the
ponies they had saved from capture, a few old guns, their bows and arrows, and the clothing they
were wearing when the soldiers charged into the village. This was the Battle of Tongue River that
happened in the Moon When the Geese Shed Their Feathers.

Next morning some of the warriors followed after Connor’s cavalrymen, who were heading
north toward the Rosebud. On that same day the Sawyers wagon train, which the Sioux and
Cheyennes had besieged two weeks earlier, came rolling through the Arapaho country. Infuriated
by the presence of so many intruders, the Indians ambushed soldiers scouting ahead of the train,
stampeded cattle in the rear, and picked off an occasional wagon driver. Because they had
expended most of their ammunition fighting Connor’s cavalrymen, the Arapahos were not strong
enough to surround and attack Sawyers’ wagons. They constantly harassed the goldseekers,
however, until they passed out of the Bighorn country into Montana.

Star Chief Connor meanwhile marched on toward the Rosebud, searching hungrily for more
Indian villages to destroy. As he neared the rendezvous point on the Rosebud, he sent scouts out in
all directions to look for the other two columns of his expedition, the ones led by the Eagle Chiefs,
Cole and Walker. No trace could be found of either column, and they were a week overdue. On
September 9 Connor ordered Captain North to lead his Pawnees in a forced march to Powder
River in hopes of intercepting the columns. On the second day the Pawnee mercenaries ran into a
blinding sleet storm, and then two days later they found where Cole and Walker had camped not
long before. The ground was covered with dead horses, nine hundred of them. The Pawnees “were
overcome with astonishment and wonder at the sight, for they did not know how the animals had
come to their deaths. Many of the horses had been shot through the head.” 2 Nearby were charred
remains in which they found pieces of metal buckles, stirrups, and rings—the remains of burned
saddles and harnesses. Captain North was uncertain what to make of this evidence of a disaster;

he immediately turned back toward the Rosebud to report to General Connor.

On August 18 the two columns under Cole and Walker had joined along the Belle Fourche River
in the Black Hills. Morale of the two thousand troops was low; they were Civil War volunteers
who felt they should have been discharged when the war ended in April. Before leaving Fort
Laramie, soldiers of one of Walker’s Kansas regiments mutinied and would not march out until
artillery was trained upon them. By late August rations for the combined columns were so short
that they began slaughtering mules for meat. Scurvy broke out among the men. Because of a

shortage of grass and water, their mounts grew weaker and weaker. With men and horses in such



condition, neither Cole nor Walker had any desire to press a fight with Indians. Their only
objective was to reach the Rosebud for the rendezvous with General Connor.

As for the Indians, there were thousands of them in the sacred places of Paha Sapa, the
Black Hills. It was summer, the time for communing with the Great Spirit, for beseeching his pity
and seeking visions. Members of all the tribes were there at the center of the world, singly or in
small bands, engaged in these religious ceremonies. They watched the dust streamers of two
thousand soldiers and their horses and wagons, and hated them for their desecration of Paha Sapa,
from where the hoop of the world bent to the four directions. But no war parties were formed, and
the Indians kept away from the noisy, dusty column.

On August 28, when Cole and Walker reached the Powder, they sent scouts to the Tongue
and Rosebud to find General Connor, but he was still far to the south that day preparing to destroy
Black Bear’s Arapaho village. After their scouts returned to camp without finding any trace of
Connor, the two commanders put their men on half-rations and decided to start moving south
before starvation brought disaster.

During the few days that the soldiers were camped there on the Powder where it curved north
toward the Yellowstone, bands of Hunkpapa and Minneconjou Sioux were following their trail out
of the Black Hills. By September 1 the trackers numbered nearly four hundred warriors. With
them was the Hunkpapa leader, Sitting Bull, who two years before at the Crow Creek camp of the
exiled Santees from Minnesota had sworn that he would fight if necessary to save the buffalo
country from land-hungry white men.

When the Sioux war party discovered the soldiers camped in timber along the Powder,
several of the young men wanted to ride in under a truce flag and see if they could persuade the
Bluecoats to give them tobacco and sugar as peace offerings. Sitting Bull did not trust white men
and was opposed to such begging, but he held back and let the others send a truce party down
toward the camp.

The soldiers waited until the Sioux truce party came within easy rifle range and then fired on
them, killing and wounding several of them before they could escape. On their way back to the
main body of warriors, the survivors of the truce party made off with several horses from the
soldiers’ herd.

Sitting Bull was not surprised at the way the soldiers had treated their peaceful Indian
visitors. After looking at the gaunt horses taken from the soldiers’ herd, he decided that four
hundred Sioux on fleet-footed mustangs should be an equal match for two thousand soldiers on
such half-starved Army mounts. Black Moon, Swift Bear, Red Leaf, Stands-Looking-Back, and

most of the other warriors agreed with him. Stands-Looking-Back had a saber that he had



captured from one of General Sully’s men in Dakota, and he wanted to try it against the soldiers.

In pictographs that Sitting Bull drew later for his autobiography, he showed himself on that
day wearing beaded leggings and a fur cap with earflaps. He was armed with a single-shot muzzle-
loader, a bow and quiver, and carried his thunderbird shield.

Riding down to the camp single file, the Sioux encircled the soldiers guarding the horse herd,
and began picking them off one by one until a company of cavalrymen came charging up the bank
of the Powder. The Sioux quickly withdrew on their fast ponies, keeping out of range until the
Bluecoats’ bony mounts began to falter. Then they turned on their pursuers, Stands-Looking-Back
in the lead, brandishing his saber and riding right in until he knocked a soldier off his horse.
Stands-Looking-Back then wheeled his pony and dashed safely away, yelling with glee over his
exploit.

After a few minutes the soldiers reformed, and at the sound of a bugle came charging after
the Sioux again. Once more the swift mustangs of the Sioux took them out of range, the Indians
scattering until the frustrated soldiers came to a halt. This time the Sioux struck from all sides,
racing in among the soldiers and knocking them off their horses. Sitting Bull captured a black
stallion, afterward making a pictograph of the event for his autobiography.

Alarmed by the Indian attack, the Eagle Chiefs, Cole and Walker, formed their columns for a
forced march southward along the Powder. For a few days the Sioux followed the soldiers, scaring
them by appearing suddenly on ridgetops or making little forays against the rear guard. Sitting Bull
and the other leaders laughed at how frightened the Bluecoats became, bunching up all the time
and looking over their shoulders, and always hurrying, hurrying, trying to get away from them.

When the big sleet storm came, the Indians took shelter for two days, and then one morning
they heard scattered firing from the direction the soldiers had gone. The next day they found the
abandoned camp with dead horses everywhere. They could see that the horses had been covered
with sheets of freezing-rain, and the soldiers had shot them because they could not make them go
any farther.

Since many of the frightened Bluecoats were now on foot, the Sioux decided to keep
following them and drive them so crazy with fear they would never return to the Black Hills again.
Along the way these Hunkpapas and Minneconjous began meeting small scouting parties of
Oglala Sioux and Cheyennes who were still out looking for Star Chief Connor’s column. There
was great excitement in these meetings. Only a few miles south was a big Cheyenne village, and as
runners brought the leaders of the bands together, they began planning a big ambush for the

soldiers.



During that summer Roman Nose had made many medicine fasts to obtain special protection
against enemies. Like Red Cloud and Sitting Bull, he was determined to fight for his country, and
he was also determined to win. White Bull, an old Cheyenne medicine man, advised him to go
alone to a medicine lake nearby and live with the water spirits. For four days Roman Nose lay on a
raft in the lake without food or water, enduring the hot sun by day and thunderstorms at night. He
prayed to the Great Medicine Man and to the water spirits. After Roman Nose returned to camp,
White Bull made him a protective war bonnet filled with so many eagle feathers that when he was
mounted, the war bonnet trailed almost to the ground.

In September, when the Cheyenne camp first heard about the soldiers fleeing south up the
Powder, Roman Nose asked for the privilege of leading a charge against the Bluecoats. A day or
two later the soldiers were camped in a bend of the river, with high bluffs and thick timber on
both sides. Deciding that this was an excellent place for an attack, the chiefs brought several
hundred warriors into position all around the camp and began the fight by sending small decoy
parties in to draw the soldiers out of their wagon corral. But the soldiers would not come out.

Now Roman Nose rode up on his white pony, his war bonnet trailing behind him, his face
painted for battle. He called to the warriors not to fight singly as they had always done but to fight
together as the soldiers did. He told them to form a line on the open ground between the river and
the bluffs. The warriors maneuvered their ponies into a line front facing the soldiers, who were
formed on foot before their wagons. Roman Nose now danced his white pony along in front of the
warriors, telling them to stand fast until he had emptied the soldiers’ guns. Then he slapped the
pony into a run and rode straight as an arrow toward one end of the line of soldiers. When he was
close enough to see their faces clearly, he turned and rode fast along the length of the soldiers’
line, and they emptied their guns at him all along the way. At the end of the line, he wheeled the
white pony and rode back along the soldiers’ front again.

“He made three, or perhaps four, rushes from one end of the line to the other,” said George
Bent. “And then his pony was shot and fell under him. On seeing this, the warriors set up a yell

and charged. They attacked the troops all along the line, but could not break through anywhere.”
10

Roman Nose had lost his horse, but his protective medicine saved his life. He also learned
some things that day about fighting Bluecoats—and so did Red Cloud, Sitting Bull, Dull Knife,
and the other leaders. Bravery, numbers, massive charges—they all meant nothing if the warriors
were armed only with bows, lances, clubs, and old trade guns of the fur-trapper days. (“We were
now attacked from all sides, front, rear, and flanks,” Colonel Walker reported, “but the Indians

seemed to have but few fire arms.” 11) The soldiers were armed with modern Civil War rifles, and



had the support of howitzers.

For several days after the fight—which would be remembered by the Indians as Roman
Nose’s fight—the Cheyennes and Sioux continued to harass and punish the soldiers. The
Bluecoats were now barefoot and in rags, and had nothing left to eat but their bony horses, which
they devoured raw because they were too pressed to build fires. At last in the Drying Grass Moon
toward the end of September, Star Chief Connor’s returning column arrived to rescue Cole and
Walker’s beaten soldiers. The soldiers all camped together around the stockade at Fort Connor on
the Powder until messengers from Fort Laramie arrived with orders recalling the troops (except
for two companies, which were to remain at Fort Connor).

The two companies which were ordered to stay through the winter at Fort Connor (soon to be
renamed Fort Reno) were the Galvanized Yankees who had escorted Sawyers’ wagon trains west
to the gold fields. General Connor left these former Confederate soldiers six howitzers to defend
their stockade. Red Cloud and the other leaders studied the fort from a distance. They knew they
had enough warriors to storm the stockade, but too many would die under the showers of shot
hurled by the big guns. They finally agreed upon a crude strategy of keeping a constant watch on
the fort and its supply trail from Fort Laramie. They would hold the soldiers prisoners in their fort
all winter and cut off their supplies from Fort Laramie.

Before that winter ended, half the luckless Galvanized Yankees were dead or dying of
scurvy, malnutrition, and pneumonia. From the boredom of confinement, many slipped away and
deserted, taking their chances with the Indians outside.

As for the Indians, all except the small bands of warriors needed to watch the fort moved
over to the Black Hills, where plentiful herds of antelope and buffalo kept them fat in their warm
lodges. Through the long winter evenings the chiefs recounted the events of Star Chief Connor’s
invasion. Because the Arapahos had been overconfident and careless, they had lost a village,
several lives, and part of their rich pony herd. The other tribes had lost a few lives but no horses or
lodges. They had captured many horses and mules carrying U.S. brands. They had taken many
carbines, saddles, and other equipment from the soldiers. Above all, they had gained a new
confidence in their ability to drive the Bluecoat soldiers from their country.

“If white men come into my country again, I will punish them again,” Red Cloud said, but he
knew that unless he could somehow obtain many new guns like the ones they had captured from
the soldiers, and plenty of ammunition for the guns, the Indians could not go on punishing the

soldiers forever.



SIX
Red Cloud’s War

1866—March 27, President Johnson vetoes Civil Rights Bill. April 1, Congress
overrides the President’s veto of Civil Rights Bill and gives equal rights to all persons born in
United States (except Indians); President empowered to use Army to enforce the law. June
13, Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, giving Negroes rights of citizenship, is
forwarded to states for ratification. July 21, several hundred die in London cholera epidemic.
July 30, race riot in New Orleans. Werner von Siemens invents the dynamo. Dostoyevsky’s

Crime and Punishment and Whittier’s Snowbound are published.

1867—February 9, Nebraska admitted to Union as thirty-seventh state. February 17,
first ship passes through Suez Canal. March 12, last French troops leave Mexico. March 30,
U.S. purchases Alaska from Russia for $7,200,000. May 20, in London, John Stuart Mill’s
bill to permit women to vote is rejected by Parliament. June 19, Mexicans execute Emperor
Maximilian. July 1, Dominion of Canada established. October 27, Garibaldi marches on
Rome. November 25, congressional committee resolves that President Johnson “be
impeached for high crimes and misdemeanors.” Alfred Nobel invents dynamite. Christopher
L. Sholes constructs the first practical typewriter. Johann Strauss composes “The Blue

Danube.” Karl Marx publishes first part of Das Kapital.

This war did not spring up here in our land, this war was brought upon us by the children
of the Great Father who came to take our land from us without price, and who, in our land,
do a great many evil things. The Great Father and his children are to blame for this trouble. ...
It has been our wish to live here in our country peaceably, and do such things as may be for
the welfare and good of our people, but the Great Father has filled it with soldiers who think
only of our death. Some of our people who have gone from here in order that they may have a
change, and others who have gone north to hunt, have been attacked by the soldiers from this
direction, and when they have got north have been attacked by soldiers from the other side,
and now when they are willing to come back the soldiers stand between them to keep them

from coming home. It seems to me there is a better way than this. When people come to trouble,



it is better for both parties to come together without arms and talk it over and find some
peaceful way to settle it.

—SINTE-GALESHKA (SPOTTED TAIL) OF THE BRULE SIOUX

IN LATE SUMMER AND AUTUMN of 1865, while the Indians in the Powder River country were
demonstrating their military power, a United States treaty commission was traveling along the
upper Missouri River. At every Sioux village near the river, the commissioners stopped to parley
with whatever leaders they could find. Newton Edmunds, recently appointed governor of the
Territory of Dakota, was the prime mover on this commission. Another member was the Long
Trader, Henry Sibley, who three years earlier had driven the Santee Sioux from the state of
Minnesota. Edmunds and Sibley handed out blankets, molasses, crackers, and other presents to the
Indians they visited, and had no difficulty in persuading their hosts to sign new treaties. They also
sent runners into the Black Hills and Powder River country inviting the warrior chiefs to come in
and sign, but the chiefs were too busy fighting General Connor’s invaders, and none responded.

In the spring of that year the white man’s Civil War had been brought to an end, and the
trickle of white emigration to the West was showing signs of increasing to a flood. What the treaty
commissioners wanted was right of passageway for trails, roads, and eventually railroads across
the Indian country.

Before autumn ended the commissioners completed nine treaties with the Sioux—including
the Brulés, Hunkpapas, Oglalas, and Minneconjous, most of whose warrior chiefs were nowhere
near the villages on the Missouri. Government authorities in Washington hailed the treaties as the
end of Indian hostilities. At last the Plains Indians were pacified, they said; never again would
there be a need for expensive campaigns such as Connor’s Powder River expedition, which had
been organized to kill Indians “at an expense of more than a million dollars apiece, while
hundreds of our soldiers had lost their lives, many of our border settlers been butchered, and much
property destroyed.” 1

Governor Edmunds and the other commission members knew very well that the treaties were
meaningless because not one warrior chief had signed them. Although the commissioners
forwarded copies to Washington to be ratified by Congress, they continued their efforts to
persuade Red Cloud and the other Powder River chiefs to meet with them at any convenient
location for further treaty signings. As the Bozeman Trail was the most important route out of
Fort Laramie to Montana, military officials at the fort were under heavy pressure to coax Red
Cloud and other war leaders to cease their blockade of the road and come to Laramie at the

earliest possible date.



Colonel Henry Maynadier, who had been assigned to Fort Laramie as commander of one of
the Galvanized Yankee regiments, attempted to employ a trustworthy frontiersman such as
Blanket Jim Bridger or Medicine Calf Beckwourth to act as an intermediary with Red Cloud, but
none was willing to go into the Powder River country so soon after Connor had aroused the tribes
to anger with his invasion. At last Maynadier decided to employ as messengers five Sioux who
spent much of their time around the fort—Big Mouth, Big Ribs, Eagle Foot, Whirlwind, and Little
Crow. Referred to contemptuously as “Laramie Loafers,” these trader Indians were actually
shrewd entrepreneurs. If a white man wanted a first-rate buffalo robe at a bargain, or if an Indian
up on Tongue River wanted supplies from the fort commissary, the Laramie Loafers arranged
exchanges. They would play an important role as munitions suppliers to the Indians during Red
Cloud’s war.

Big Mouth and his party were out for two months, spreading the news that fine presents
awaited all warrior chiefs if they would come in to Fort Laramie and sign new treaties. On January
16, 1866, the messengers returned in company with two destitute bands of Brulés led by Standing
Elk and Swift Bear. Standing Elk said that his people had lost many ponies in a blizzard and that
game was scarce over on the Republican. Spotted Tail, the head man of the Brulés, would come in
as soon as his daughter was able to travel. She was ill of the coughing sickness. Standing Elk and
Swift Bear were eager to sign the treaty and receive clothing and provisions for their people.

“But what about Red Cloud?” Colonel Maynadier wanted to know. “Where was Red Cloud,
Man-Afraid-of-His-Horses, Dull Knife—the leaders who had fought Connor’s soldiers?” Big
Mouth and the other Laramie Loafers assured him that the warrior chiefs would be there in a short
time. They could not be hurried, especially in the Moon of Strong Cold.

Weeks passed, and then early in March a messenger arrived from Spotted Tail informing
Colonel Maynadier that the Brulé chief was coming in to discuss the treaty. Spotted Tail’s
daughter Fleet Foot was very ill, and he hoped the soldiers’ doctor would make her well again. A
few days later, when Maynadier heard that Fleet Foot had died en route, he rode out with a
company of soldiers and an ambulance to meet the mourning procession of Brulés. It was a cold
sleety day, the Wyoming landscape bleak, streams locked in ice, brown hills patched with snow.
The dead girl had been wrapped in a deerskin, tightly thonged and creosoted with smoke; this
crude pall was suspended between her favorite ponies, a pair of white mustangs.

Fleet Foot’s body was transferred to the ambulance, her white ponies fastened behind, and
the procession continued toward Fort Laramie. When Spotted Tail’s party reached the fort,
Colonel Maynadier turned the entire garrison out to honor the grieving Indians.

The colonel invited Spotted Tail into his headquarters and offered sympathy for the loss of



his daughter. The chief said that in the days when the white men and the Indians were at peace, he
had brought his daughter to Fort Laramie many times, that she loved the fort, and he would like to
have her burial scaffold mounted in the post cemetery. Colonel Maynadier immediately granted
permission. He was surprised to see tears well up in Spotted Tail’s eyes; he did not know that an
Indian could weep. Somewhat awkwardly the colonel changed the subject. The Great Father in
Washington was sending out a new peace commission in the spring; he hoped that Spotted Tail
could stay near the fort until the commissioners arrived; there was a great urgency to make the
Bozeman Road safe for travel. “I am informed that the travel next spring will be very great,” the
colonel said, “to the mines of Idaho and Montana.”

“We think we have been much wronged,” Spotted Tail replied, “and are entitled to
compensation for the damage and distress caused by making so many roads through our country,
and driving off and destroying the buffalo and game. My heart is very sad, and I cannot talk on
business; I will wait and see the counselors the Great Father will send.” 2

Next day Maynadier arranged a military funeral for Fleet Foot, and just before sunset a
procession marched to the post cemetery behind the red-blanketed coffin, which was mounted on
an artillery caisson. After the custom of the Brulés, the women lifted the coffin to the scaffold,
laid a fresh buffalo skin over it, and bound it down with thongs. The sky was leaden and stormy,
and sleet began falling with the dusk. At a word of command the soldiers faced outward and
discharged three volleys in succession. They and the Indians then marched back to the post. A
squad of artillerymen remained beside the scaffold all night; they built a large fire of pine wood
and fired their howitzer every half-hour until daybreak.

Four days later Red Cloud and a large party of Oglalas appeared suddenly outside the fort.
They stopped first at Spotted Tail’s camp, and the two Teton leaders were enjoying a reunion
when Maynadier came out with a soldier escort to conduct both of them to his headquarters with
the pomp and ceremony of drums and bugles.

When Maynadier told Red Cloud that the new peace commissioners would not arrive at Fort
Laramie for some weeks, the Oglala chief became angry. Big Mouth and the other messengers
had told him that if he came in and signed a treaty he would receive presents. He needed guns and
powder and provisions. Maynadier replied that he could issue the visiting Oglalas provisions from
the Army stores, but he had no authority to distribute guns and powder. Red Cloud then wanted to
know what the treaty would give his people; they had signed treaties before, and it always seemed
that the Indians gave to the white men. This time the white men must give something to the
Indians.

Remembering that the president of the new commission, E. B. Taylor, was in Omaha,



Maynadier suggested that Red Cloud send a message to Taylor over the telegraph wires. Red
Cloud was suspicious; he did not entirely trust in the magic of the talking wires. After some delay
he agreed to go with the colonel to the fort’s telegraph office, and through an interpreter dictated a
message of peace and friendship to the Great Father’s counselor in Omaha.

Commissioner Taylor’s reply came clicking back: “The Great Father at Washington ... wants
you all to be his friends and the friends of the white man. If you conclude a treaty of peace, he
wishes to make presents to you and your people as a token of his friendship. A train loaded with
supplies and presents cannot reach Fort Laramie from the Missouri River before the first of June
and he desires that about that time be agreed upon as the day when his commissioners shall meet
you to make a treaty.” 3

Red Cloud was impressed. He also liked Colonel Maynadier’s straightforward manner. He
could wait until the Moon When the Green Grass Is Up for the treaty signing. This would give him
time to go back to the Powder and send out runners to all the scattered bands of Sioux,
Cheyennes, and Arapahos. It would give the Indians time to gather more buffalo hides and beaver
skins for trading when they came down to Fort Laramie.

As a goodwill gesture, Maynadier issued small amounts of powder and lead to the departing
Oglalas, and they rode away in fine good humor. Nothing had been said by Maynadier about
opening the Bozeman Road; nothing had been said by Red Cloud about Fort Reno, which was still

under siege on the Powder. These subjects could be postponed until the treaty council.



11. Spotted Tail, or Sinte-Galeshka, of the Brulé Sioux. From a painting by Henry Ulke made in 1877, now in the National Portrait

Gallery of the Smithsonian Institution.

Red Cloud did not wait for the green grass to come up. He returned to Fort Laramie in May,
the Moon When the Ponies Shed, and he brought with him his chief lieutenant, Man-Afraid-of-
His-Horses, and more than a thousand Oglalas. Dull Knife brought in several lodges of Cheyennes,
and Red Leaf arrived with his band of Brulés. Together with Spotted Tail’s people and the other
Brulés, they formed a great camp along the Platte River. The trading posts and sutlers’ stores
became a swirl of activity. Never had Big Mouth and the Laramie Loafers been so busy arranging
trades.

A few days later the peace commissioners arrived, and on June 5 the formal proceedings
began, with the usual long orations by commission members and the various Indian leaders. Then
Red Cloud unexpectedly asked for a few days’ delay while they awaited the arrival of other Tetons
who wanted to participate in the discussions. Commissioner Taylor agreed to adjourn the council
until June 13.

By a trick of fate, June 13 was the day that Colonel Henry B. Carrington and seven hundred
officers and men of the 18th Infantry Regiment reached the vicinity of Fort Laramie. The

regiment had marched from Fort Kearney, Nebraska, and was under orders to establish a chain of



forts along the Bozeman Road in preparation for the expected heavy travel to Montana during the
summer. Although plans for the expedition had been under way for weeks, none of the Indians
invited to attend the treaty signing had been told anything about this military occupation of the
Powder River country.

To avoid friction with the two thousand Indians camped around Fort Laramie, Carrington
halted his regiment four miles east of the post. Standing Elk, one of the Brulé chiefs who had
come in during the winter, watched from his distant tepee while the soldiers formed their wagon
train into a hollow square. He then mounted his pony and rode over to the camp, and the soldier
guards took him in to see Colonel Carrington. Carrington summoned one of his guides to
interpret, and after they had gone through the formalities of pipe smoking, Standing Elk asked
bluntly: “Where are you going?”

Carrington replied frankly that he was taking his troops to the Powder River country to guard
the road to Montana.

“There is a treaty being made in Laramie with the Sioux that are in the country where you
are going,” Standing Elk told him. “You will have to fight the Sioux warriors if you go there.”

Carrington said he was not going to make war on the Sioux, but only to guard the road.

“They will not sell their hunting grounds to the white men for a road,” Standing Elk insisted.
“They will not give you the road unless you whip them.” He added quickly that he was a Brulé,
that he and Spotted Tail were friends of the white men, but that Red Cloud’s Oglalas and the
Minneconjous would fight any white men who came north of the Platte. 2

Before the next day’s treaty proceedings, the presence and purpose of the regiment of
Bluecoats were known to every Indian at Fort Laramie. When Carrington rode into the fort next
morning, Commissioner Taylor decided to introduce him to the chiefs and quietly inform them of
what they already knew—that the United States government intended to open a road through the
Powder River country regardless of the treaty.

Carrington’s first remarks were drowned out by a chorus of disapproving Indian voices.
When he resumed speaking, the Indians continued muttering among themselves and began moving
restlessly on the pine-board benches where they were assembled on the fort parade ground.
Carrington’s interpreter suggested in a whisper that perhaps he should allow the chiefs to speak
first.

Man-Afraid-of-His-Horses took the platform. In a torrent of words he made it clear that if
the soldiers marched into Sioux country, his people would fight them. “In two moons the
command will not have a hoof left,” he declared. 2

Now it was Red Cloud’s turn. His lithe figure, clad in a light blanket and moccasins, moved



to the center of the platform. His straight black hair, parted in the middle, was draped over his
shoulders to his waist. His wide mouth was fixed in a determined slit beneath his hawk nose. His
eyes flashed as he began scolding the peace commissioners for treating the Indians like children.
He accused them of pretending to negotiate for a country while they prepared to take it by
conquest. “The white men have crowded the Indians back year by year,” he said, “until we are
forced to live in a small country north of the Platte, and now our last hunting ground, the home of
the People, is to be taken from us. Our women and children will starve, but for my part I prefer to
die fighting rather than by starvation. ... Great Father sends us presents and wants new road. But
White Chief goes with soldiers to steal road before Indian says yes or no!” While the interpreter
was still trying to translate the Sioux words into English, the listening Indians became so
disorderly that Commissioner Taylor abruptly ended the day’s session. Red Cloud strode past
Carrington as if he were not there, and continued on across the parade ground toward the Oglala
camp. Before the next dawn, the Oglalas were gone from Fort Laramie. ©

During the next few weeks, as Carrington’s wagon train moved north along the Bozeman
Road, the Indians had an opportunity to appraise its size and strength. The two hundred wagons
were loaded to the bows with mowing machines, shingle and brick machines, wooden doors,
window sashes, locks, nails, musical instruments for a twenty-five-piece band, rocking chairs,
churns, canned goods and vegetable seeds, as well as the usual ammunition, gunpowder, and other
military supplies. The Bluecoats evidently expected to stay in the Powder River country; a number
of them had brought their wives and children along, with an assortment of pets and servants. They
were armed with obsolete muzzle-loaders and a few breech-loading Spencer carbines, and were
supported by four pieces of artillery. For guides they had secured the services of Blanket Jim
Bridger and Medicine Calf Beckwourth, who knew that Indians were watching the daily progress
of the train along the Powder River road.

By June 28 the regiment reached Fort Reno, relieving the two companies of Galvanized
Yankees who during the winter and spring had been kept virtual prisoners within their own
stockade. To garrison Fort Reno, Carrington left about one-fourth of his regiment, and then
moved on north, searching for a site for his headquarters post. From Indian camps along the
Powder and Tongue, hundreds of warriors now began gathering along the flanks of the military
train.

On July 13 the column halted between the forks of the Little Piney and Big Piney creeks.
There in the heart of a luxuriant grassland near the pine-clad slopes of the Bighorns, on the best
hunting grounds of the Plains Indians, the Bluecoats pitched their Army tents and began building
Fort Phil Kearny.



Three days later a large party of Cheyennes approached the encampment. Two Moon, Black
Horse, and Dull Knife were among the leaders, but Dull Knife kept in the background because the
other chiefs had been chiding him severely for remaining at Fort Laramie and signing the paper
which gave the soldiers permission to build forts and open the Powder River road. Dull Knife
insisted that he had touched the pen at Laramie in order to obtain presents of blankets and
ammunition, and he did not know what was written on the paper. Yet the others rebuked him for
doing this after Red Cloud had turned his back on the white men, disdaining their presents and
gathering his warriors to defy them.

Under truce flags the Cheyennes arranged a parley with the Little White Chief Carrington.
Forty chiefs and warriors were given permission to visit the soldier camp. Carrington met them
with the military band he had brought all the way from Fort Kearney, Nebraska, entertaining the
Indians with spirited martial music. Blanket Jim Bridger was there, and they knew they could not
fool the Blanket, but they did fool the Little White Chief into believing they had come to talk of
peace. While the pipe smoking and preliminary speeches were going on, the chiefs studied the
power of the soldiers.

Before they were ready to depart, the Little White Chief sighted one of his howitzers at a hill
and exploded a spherical case shot upon it. “It shoots twice,” Black Horse said with forced
solemnity. “White Chief shoot once. Then White Chief’s Great Spirit fires it once more for his
white children.”

The power of the big gun impressed the Indians, as Carrington had hoped it would, but he
did not suspect that Black Horse was deriding him with that bland remark about the Great Spirit
firing it “once more for his white children.” When the Cheyennes prepared to leave, the Little
White Chief gave them pieces of paper saying that they had agreed to a “lasting peace with the
whites and all travelers on the road,” and they departed. Within a few hours, villages along the
Tongue and Powder heard from the Cheyennes that the new fort was too strong to be captured
without great loss. They would have to lure the soldiers out into the open, where they could be
more easily attacked.

Next morning at dawn, a band of Red Cloud’s Oglalas stampeded 175 horses and mules from
Carrington’s herd. When the soldiers came riding in pursuit, the Indians strung them out in a
fifteen-mile chase and inflicted the first casualties upon the Bluecoat invaders of the Powder River
country.

From that day all through the summer of 1866, the Little White Chief was engaged in a
relentless guerrilla war. None of the numerous wagon trains, civilian or military, that moved along

the Bozeman Road was safe from surprise attacks. Mounted escorts were spread thin, and the



soldiers soon learned to expect deadly ambushes. Soldiers assigned to cut logs a few miles from
Fort Phil Kearny were under constant and deadly harassment.

As the summer wore on, the Indians developed a supply base on the upper Powder, and their
grand strategy soon became apparent—make travel on the road difficult and dangerous, cut off
supplies for Carrington’s troops, isolate them, and attack.

Red Cloud was everywhere, and his allies increased daily. Black Bear, the Arapaho chief
whose village had been destroyed by General Connor the previous summer, notified Red Cloud
that his warriors were eager to join the fighting. Sorrel Horse, another Arapaho, also brought his
warriors into the alliance. Spotted Tail, still believing in peace, had gone to hunt buffalo along the
Republican, but many of his Brulé¢ warriors came north to join Red Cloud. Sitting Bull was there
during the summer; he later drew a pictograph of his capture of a split-eared horse from white
travelers on the Powder River road. Gall, a younger Hunkpapa, was also there. With a
Minneconjou named Hump and a young Oglala named Crazy Horse, he invented decoy tricks to
taunt, infuriate, and then lure soldiers or emigrants into well-laid traps.

Early in August Carrington decided that Fort Phil Kearny was strong enough to risk dividing
his force again. Therefore, in accordance with his instructions from the War Department, he
detached 150 men and sent them north ninety miles to build a third fort on the Bozeman Road—
Fort C. F. Smith. At the same time, he sent scouts Bridger and Beckwourth out to communicate
with Red Cloud. This was a difficult assignment, but the two aging frontiersmen went in search of
friendly go-betweens.

In a Crow village north of the Bighorns, Bridger obtained some surprising information.
Although the Sioux were hereditary enemies of the Crows and had driven them from their rich
hunting grounds, Red Cloud himself had recently made a conciliatory visit in hopes of persuading
them to join his Indian alliance. “We want you to aid us in destroying the whites,” Red Cloud was
reported to have said. The Sioux leader then boasted that he would cut off the soldiers’ supplies
when the snows came and would starve them out of the forts and kill them all. 8 Bridger heard
rumors that a few Crows had agreed to join Red Cloud’s warriors, but when he rejoined
Beckwourth in another Crow village, Beckwourth claimed that he was enlisting Crows who were
willing to join Carrington’s soldiers in fighting the Sioux. (Medicine Calf Beckwourth never
returned to Fort Phil Kearny. He died suddenly in the Crow village, possibly from poison
administered by a jealous husband, more likely from natural causes.)

By late summer Red Cloud had a force of three thousand warriors. Through their friends the
Laramie Loafers, they managed to assemble a small arsenal of rifles and ammunition, but the

majority of warriors still had only bows and arrows. During the early autumn Red Cloud and the



other chiefs agreed that they must concentrate their power against the Little White Chief and the
hated fort on the Pineys. And so before the coming of the Cold Moons they moved toward the
Bighorns and made their camps along the headwaters of the Tongue. From there they were in easy
striking distance of Fort Phil Kearny.

During the summer raiding, two Oglalas, High Back Bone and Yellow Eagle, had made names for
themselves with their carefully planned stratagems for tricking the soldiers, as well as for reckless
horsemanship and daring hand-to-hand attacks after the soldiers fell into their traps. High Back
Bone and Yellow Eagle sometimes worked with young Crazy Horse in planning their elaborate
decoys. Early in the Moon of Popping Trees they began tantalizing the woodcutters in the pinery
and the soldiers guarding the wagons which brought wood to Fort Phil Kearny.

On December 6, a day with a cold wash of air flowing down the slopes of the Bighorns, High
Back Bone and Yellow Eagle took about a hundred warriors and dispersed them at various points
along the pinery road. Red Cloud was with another group of warriors who took positions along the
ridgetops. They flashed mirrors and waved flags to signal the movements of the troops to High
Back Bone and his decoys. Before the day was over, the Indians had the Bluecoats dashing about
in all directions. At one time the Little White Chief Carrington came out and gave chase.
Choosing just the right moment, Crazy Horse dismounted and showed himself on the trail in front
of one of Carrington’s hot-blooded young cavalry officers, who immediately led a file of soldiers
galloping in pursuit. As soon as the soldiers were strung out along the narrow trail, Yellow Eagle
and his warriors sprang from concealment in their rear. In a matter of seconds the Indians
swarmed over the soldiers. (This was the fight in which Lieutenant Horatio Bingham and Sergeant
G. R. Bowers were killed and several soldiers severely wounded.)

In their camps that night and for several days following, the chiefs and warriors talked of how
foolishly the Bluecoats had acted. Red Cloud was sure that if they could entice a large number of
troops out of the fort, a thousand Indians armed with only bows and arrows could kill them all.
Sometime during the week, the chiefs agreed that after the coming of the next full moon they
would prepare a great trap for the Little White Chief and his soldiers.

By the third week of December everything was in readiness, and about two thousand
warriors began moving south out of the lodges along the Tongue. The weather was very cold, and
they wore buffalo robes with the hair turned in, leggings of dark woolen cloth, high-topped
buffalo-fur moccasins, and carried red Hudson’s Bay blankets strapped to their saddles. Most of
them rode pack horses, leading their fast-footed war ponies by lariats. Some had rifles, but most

were armed with bows and arrows, knives, and lances. They carried enough pemmican to last



several days, and when an opportunity offered, small groups would turn off the trail, kill a deer,
and take as much meat as could be carried on their saddles.

About ten miles north of Fort Phil Kearny, they made a temporary camp in three circles of
Sioux, Cheyennes, and Arapahos. Between the camp and the fort was the place selected for the
ambush—the little valley of Peno Creek.

On the morning of December 21 the chiefs and medicine men decided the day was favorable
for a victory. In the first gray light of dawn, a party of warriors started off in a wide circuit toward
the wood-train road, where they were to make a feint against the wagons. Ten young men had
already been chosen for the dangerous duty of decoying the soldiers—two Cheyennes, two
Arapahos, and two from each of the three Sioux divisions, Oglalas, Minneconjous, and Brulés.
Crazy Horse, Hump, and Little Wolf were the leaders. While the decoys mounted and started off
toward Lodge Trail Ridge, the main body of warriors moved down the Bozeman Road. Patches of
snow and ice lay along the shady sides of the ridges, but the day was bright, the air cold and dry.
About three miles from the fort, where the road ran along a narrow ridge and descended to Peno
Creek, they began laying a great ambush. The Cheyennes and Arapahos took the west side. Some
of the Sioux hid in a grassy flat on the opposite side; others remained mounted and concealed
themselves behind two rocky ridges. By midmorning almost two thousand warriors were waiting
there for the decoys to bring the Bluecoats into the trap.

While the war party was making its feint against the wood train, Crazy Horse and the decoys
dismounted and waited in concealment on a slope facing the fort. At the first sound of gunfire, a
company of soldiers dashed out of the fort and galloped off to rescue the woodcutters. As soon as
the Bluecoats were out of sight, the decoys showed themselves on the slope and moved down
closer to the fort. Crazy Horse waved his red blanket and darted in and out of the brush that
fringed the frozen Piney. After a few minutes of this, the Little Soldier Chief in the fort fired off
his big twice-shooting gun. The decoys scattered along the slope, jumping, zigzagging, and yelling
to make the soldiers believe they were frightened. By this time the war party had withdrawn from
the wood train and doubled back toward Lodge Trail Ridge. In a few minutes the soldiers came in
pursuit, some mounted, some on foot. (They were commanded by Captain William J. Fetterman,
who had explicit orders not to pursue beyond Lodge Trail Ridge.)

Crazy Horse and the other decoys now jumped on their ponies and began riding back and
forth along the slope of Lodge Trail Ridge, taunting the soldiers and angering them so that they
fired recklessly. Bullets ricocheted off the rocks, and the decoys moved back slowly. When the
soldiers slowed their advance or halted, Crazy Horse would dismount and pretend to adjust his

bridle or examine his pony’s hooves. Bullets whined all around him, and then the soldiers finally



moved up on the ridgetop to chase the decoys down toward Peno Creek. They were the only
Indians in sight, only ten of them, and the soldiers were charging their horses to catch them.

When the decoys crossed Peno Creek, all eighty-one of the cavalrymen and infantrymen
were within the trap. Now the decoys divided into two parties and quickly rode across each other’s
trail. This was the signal for attack.

Little Horse, the Cheyenne who a year earlier gave warning to the Arapahos of General
Connor’s approach, had the honor of signaling his people, who were concealed in gullies on the
west side. He raised his lance, and all the mounted Cheyennes and Arapahos charged with a
sudden thunder of hooves.

From the opposite side came the Sioux, and for a few minutes the Indians and the walking
soldiers were mixed in confused hand-to-hand fighting. The infantrymen were soon all killed, but
the cavalrymen retreated to a rocky height near the end of the ridge. They turned their horses
loose and tried to take cover among the ice-crusted boulders.

Little Horse made a name for himself that day, leaping over rocks and in and out of gullies
until he was within forty feet of the besieged cavalrymen. White Bull of the Minneconjous also
distinguished himself in the bloody fighting on the hillside. Armed only with a bow and a lance,
he charged a dismounted cavalryman who was firing at him with a carbine. In a pictograph that
White Bull later drew of the event, he showed himself clad in a red war cape, firing an arrow into
the soldier’s heart and cracking him over the head with his lance to count first coup.

Toward the end of the fighting the Cheyennes and Arapahos on one side and the Sioux on the
other were so close together that they began hitting each other with their showers of arrows. Then
it was all over. Not a soldier was left alive. A dog came out from among the dead, and a Sioux
started to catch it to take home with him, but Big Rascal, a Cheyenne, said, “Don’t let the dog go.”
and somebody shot it with an arrow. This was the fight the white men called the Fetterman
Massacre; the Indians called it the Battle of the Hundred Slain. 2

Casualties were heavy among the Indians, almost two hundred dead and wounded. Because
of the intense cold, they decided to take the wounded back to the temporary camp, where they
could be kept from freezing. Next day a roaring blizzard trapped the warriors there in improvised
shelters, and when the storm abated they went back to their villages on the Tongue.

Now it was the Moon of Strong Cold, and there would be no more fighting for a while. The
soldiers who were left alive in the fort would have a bitter taste of defeat in their mouths. If they
had not learned their lesson and were still there when the grass greened in the spring, the war

would continue.



The Fetterman Massacre made a profound impression upon Colonel Carrington. He was appalled
by the mutilations—the disembowelings, the hacked limbs, the “private parts severed and
indecently placed on the person.” He brooded upon the reasons for such savagery, and eventually
wrote an essay on the subject, philosophizing that the Indians were compelled by some paganistic
belief to commit the terrible deeds that remained forever in his mind. Had Colonel Carrington
visited the scene of the Sand Creek Massacre, which occurred only two years before the
Fetterman Massacre, he would have seen the same mutilations—committed upon Indians by
Colonel Chivington’s soldiers. The Indians who ambushed Fetterman were only imitating their
enemies, a practice which in warfare, as in civilian life, is said to be the sincerest form of flattery.

The Fetterman Massacre also made a profound impression upon the United States
government. It was the worst defeat the Army had yet suffered in Indian warfare, and the second
in American history from which came no survivors. Carrington was recalled from command,
reinforcements were sent to the forts in the Powder River country, and a new peace commission
was dispatched from Washington to Fort Laramie.

The new commission was headed by Black Whiskers John Sanborn, who in 1865 had
persuaded Black Kettle’s Southern Cheyennes to give up their hunting grounds in Kansas and live
below the Arkansas River. Sanborn and General Alfred Sully arrived at Fort Laramie in April,
1867, and their mission at this time was to persuade Red Cloud and the Sioux to give up their
hunting grounds in the Powder River country and live on a reservation. As in the previous year, the
Brulés were the first to come in—Spotted Tail, Swift Bear, Standing Elk, and Iron Shell.

Little Wound and Pawnee Killer, who had brought their Oglala bands down to the Platte in
hopes of finding buffalo, came in to see what kind of presents the commissioners might be
handing out. Man-Afraid-of-His-Horses arrived as a representative for Red Cloud. When the
commissioners asked him if Red Cloud was coming in to talk peace, Man-Afraid replied that the
Oglala leader would not talk about peace until all soldiers were removed from the Powder River
country.

During these parleys, Sanborn asked Spotted Tail to address the assembled Indians. Spotted
Tail advised his listeners to abandon warfare with the white men and live in peace and happiness.
For this, he and the Brulés received enough powder and lead to go off on a buffalo hunt to the
Republican River. The hostile Oglalas received nothing. Man-Afraid returned to join Red Cloud,
who had already resumed raiding along the Bozeman Road. Little Wound and Pawnee Killer
followed the Brulés to the buffalo ranges, joining their old Cheyenne friend Turkey Leg. Black
Whiskers Sanborn’s peace commission had accomplished nothing.

Before the summer was done, Pawnee Killer and Turkey Leg became involved with a soldier



chief whom they named Hard Backsides because he chased them over long distances for many
hours without leaving his saddle. Later on they would call him Long Hair Custer. When General
Custer invited them to come to Fort McPherson for a parley, they approached the fort and
accepted sugar and coffee. They told Hard Backsides they were friends of the white men but did
not like the Iron Horse that ran on the iron tracks, whistling and snorting smoke and frightening all
the game out of the Platte Valley. (The Union Pacific Railroad tracks were being laid across
western Nebraska in 1867.)

In their search for buffalo and antelope, the Oglalas and Cheyennes crossed the railroad
tracks several times that summer. Sometimes they saw Iron Horses dragging wooden houses on
wheels at great speed along the tracks. They puzzled over what could be inside the houses, and one
day a Cheyenne decided to rope one of the Iron Horses and pull it from the tracks. Instead, the
Iron Horse jerked him off his pony and dragged him unmercifully before he could get loose from
his lariat.

It was Sleeping Rabbit who suggested they try another way to catch one of the Iron Horses.
“If we could bend the track up and spread it out, the Iron Horse might fall off,” he said. “Then we
could see what is in the wooden houses on wheels.” They did this, and waited for the train. Sure
enough, the Iron Horse fell over on its side, and much smoke came out of it. Men came running
from the train, and the Indians killed all but two, who escaped and ran away. Then the Indians
broke open the houses on wheels and found sacks of flour, sugar, and coffee; boxes of shoes; and
barrels of whiskey. They drank some of the whiskey and began tying the ends of bolts of cloth to
their ponies’ tails. The ponies went dashing off across the prairie with long streamers of cloth
unrolling and flying out behind them. After a while the Indians took hot coals from the wrecked
engine and set the boxcars on fire. Then they rode away before soldiers could come to punish
them. 10

Incidents such as this, combined with Red Cloud’s continuing war, which had brought civilian
travel to an end through the Powder River country, had a strong effect upon the United States
government and its high military command. The government was determined to protect the route
of the Union Pacific Railroad, but even old war dogs such as General Sherman were beginning to
wonder if it might not be advisable to leave the Powder River country to the Indians in exchange
for peace along the Platte Valley.

Late in July, after holding their sun-dance and medicine-arrow ceremonies, the Sioux and
Cheyennes decided to wipe out one of the forts on the Bozeman Road. Red Cloud wanted to
attack Fort Phil Kearny, but Dull Knife and Two Moon thought it would be easier to take Fort C.

F. Smith, because Cheyenne warriors had already killed or captured nearly all the soldiers’ horses



there. Finally, after the chiefs could reach no agreement, the Sioux said they would attack Fort
Phil Kearny, and the Cheyennes went north to Fort C. F. Smith.

On August 1 five or six hundred Cheyenne warriors caught thirty soldiers and civilians in a
hayfield about two miles from Fort C. F. Smith. Unknown to the Cheyennes, the defenders were
armed with new repeating rifles, and when they charged the soldiers’ log corral they met such a
withering fire that only one warrior was able to penetrate the fortifications, and he was killed. The
Cheyennes then set fire to the high dry grass around the corral. (“The fire came on in rolling
billows, like the waves of the ocean,” one of the soldiers said afterward. “When it arrived within
twenty feet of the barricade it stopped, as though arrested by supernatural power. The flames
arose to a perpendicular height of at least forty feet, made one or two undulating movements, and
were extinguished with a spanking slap, like the flapping sound of a heavy canvas in a hard gale;
the wind, the succeeding instant, carried the smoke ... into the faces of the attacking Indians, who
improved the opportunity, under cover of it, to carry away their dead and wounded.” 1)

This was enough for the Cheyennes that day. Many warriors suffered bad wounds from the
fast-firing guns, and about twenty were dead. They started back south to see if the Sioux had
found any better luck at Fort Phil Kearny.

The Sioux had not. After making several feints around the fort, Red Cloud decided to use the
decoy trick which had worked so well with Captain Fetterman. Crazy Horse would attack the
woodcutters’ camp, and when the soldiers came out of the fort, High Back Bone would swarm
down on them with eight hundred warriors. Crazy Horse and his decoys carried out their
assignment perfectly, but for some reason several hundred warriors prematurely rushed out of
concealment to stampede the horse herd near the fort, giving the soldiers warning of their
presence.

To salvage something from the fight, Red Cloud turned the attack against the woodcutters,
who had taken cover behind a corral of fourteen wagon beds reinforced with logs. Several hundred
mounted warriors made a circling approach, but as at Fort C. F. Smith, the defenders were armed
with breech-loading Springfields. Faced with rapid and continuous fire from the new weapons, the
Sioux quickly pulled their ponies out of range. “Then we left our horses in a gulch and charged on
foot,” a warrior named Fire Thunder said afterward, “but it was like green grass withering in a
fire. So we picked up our wounded and went away. I do not know how many of our people were
killed, but there were very many. It was bad.” 12

(The two engagements were called the Hayfield and Wagon Box fights by white men, who
created a great many legends around them. One imaginative chronicler described the wagon boxes

as being ringed by the bodies of dead Indians; another reported Indian casualties at 1,137,



although fewer than a thousand were there.)

The Indians considered neither fight a defeat, and although some soldiers may have thought
of the Hayfield and Wagon Box fights as victories, the United States government did not. Only a
few weeks later, General Sherman himself was traveling westward with a new peace council. This
time the military authorities were determined to end Red Cloud’s war by any means short of

surrender.

In late summer of 1867 Spotted Tail received a message from the new Indian commissioner,
Nathaniel Taylor. The Brulés had been roaming peacefully below the Platte, and the commissioner
asked Spotted Tail to inform as many Plains chiefs as possible that ammunition would be issued to
all friendly Indians sometime during the Drying Grass Moon. The chiefs were to assemble at the
end of the Union Pacific Railroad track, which was then in western Nebraska. The Great Warrior
Sherman and six new peace commissioners would come there on the Iron Horse to parley with the
chiefs about ending Red Cloud’s war.

Spotted Tail sent for Red Cloud, but the Oglala declined again, sending Man-Afraid to
represent him. Pawnee Killer and Turkey Leg came in, and so did Big Mouth and the Laramie
Loafers. Swift Bear, Standing Elk, and several other Brulé chiefs also responded to the invitation.

On September 19 a shiny railroad car arrived at Platte City station, and the Great Warrior
Sherman, Commissioner Taylor, White Whiskers Harney, Black Whiskers Sanborn, John
Henderson, Samuel Tappan, and General Alfred Terry alighted. These men were well known to
the Indians, excepting the long-legged sad-eyed one who was called General Terry. Some of them
would confront One Star Terry’s power under quite different circumstance nine years late on the
Little Bighorn.

Commissioner Taylor began the proceedings: “We are sent out here to inquire and find out
what has been the trouble. We want to hear from your own lips your grievances and complaints.
My friends, speak fully, speak freely, and speak the whole truth. ... War is bad, peace is good. We
must choose the good and not the bad. ... I await what you have to say.”

Spotted Tail replied: “The Great Father has made roads stretching east and west. Those roads
are the cause of all our troubles. ... The country where we live is overrun by whites. All our game
is gone. This is the cause of great trouble. I have been a friend of the whites, and am now. ... If
you stop your roads we can get our game. That Powder River country belongs to the Sioux. ... My
friends, help us; take pity on us.”

All through that first day’s meeting, the other chiefs echoed Spotted Tail’s words. Although

few of these Indians considered the Powder River country as their home (they preferred the plains



of Nebraska and Kansas), all supported Red Cloud’s determination to keep that last great hunting

9

ground inviolate. “These roads scared all our game away,” said one. “I want you to stop the
Powder River road.” “Let our game alone,” said another. “Don’t disturb it, and then you will have
life.” “Who is our Great Father?” Pawnee Killer asked with genuine wonderment. “What is he? Is
it true that he sent you here to settle our troubles? The cause of our troubles is the Powder River
road. ... If the Great Father stops the Powder River road, I know that your people can travel on
this iron road without being molested.”

On the following day the Great Warrior Sherman addressed the chiefs, blandly assuring them
that he had thought of their words all night and was ready to give a reply. “The Powder River road
was built to furnish our men with provisions,” he said. “The Great Father thought that you
consented to give permission for that road at Laramie last spring, but it seems that some of the
Indians were not there, and have gone to war.” Subdued laughter from the chiefs may have
surprised Sherman, but he went on, his voice taking a harsher tone: “While the Indians continue to
make war upon the road it will not be given up. But if, on examination, at Laramie in November,
we find that the road hurts you, we will give it up or pay for it. If you have any claims, present
them to us at Laramie.”

Sherman launched into a discussion of the Indians’ need for land of their own, advised them
to give up their dependence upon wild game, and then he dropped a thunderbolt: “We therefore
propose to let the whole Sioux nation select their country up the Missouri River, embracing the
White Earth and Cheyenne rivers, to have their lands like the white people, forever, and we
propose to keep all white men away except such agents and traders as you may choose.”

As these words were translated, the Indians expressed surprise, murmuring among
themselves. So this was what the new commissioners wanted them to do! Pack up and move far
away to the Missouri River? For years the Teton Sioux had been following wild game westward
from there; why should they go back to the Missouri to starve? Why could they not live in peace
where game could still be found? Had the greedy eyes of the white men already chosen these
bountiful lands for their own?

During the remainder of the discussions the Indians were uneasy. Swift Bear and Pawnee
Killer made friendly speeches in which they asked for powder and lead, but the meeting ended
with an uproar when the Great Warrior Sherman proposed that only the Brulés should receive
ammunition. When Commissioner Taylor and White Whiskers Harney pointed out that all the
chiefs had been invited to the council with the promise of an issue of hunting ammunition, the
Great Warrior withdrew his opposition, and small amounts of powder and lead were given to the

Indians. 13



Man-Afraid wasted no time in returning to Red Cloud’s camp on the Powder. If Red Cloud
had had any intention of meeting the new peace commissioners at Laramie during the Moon of
Falling Leaves, he changed his mind after hearing Man-Afraid’s account of the Great Warrior
Sherman’s high-handed attitude and his remarks about removing the Sioux nation to the Missouri
River.

On November 9, when the commissioners arrived at Fort Laramie, they found only a few
Crow chiefs waiting to meet with them. The Crows were friendly, but one of them—Bear Tooth—
made a surprising speech in which he condemned all white men for their reckless destruction of
wildlife and the natural environment: “Fathers, fathers, fathers, hear me well. Call back your
young men from the mountains of the bighorn sheep. They have run over our country; they have
destroyed the growing wood and the green grass; they have set fire to our lands. Fathers, your
young men have devastated the country and killed my animals, the elk, the deer, the antelope, my
buffalo. They do not kill them to eat them; they leave them to rot where they fall. Fathers, if I went
into your country to kill your animals, what would you say? Should I not be wrong, and would you
not make war on me?” 14

A few days after the commissioners’ meeting with the Crows, messengers arrived from Red
Cloud. He would come to Laramie to talk peace, he informed the commissioners, as soon as the
soldiers were withdrawn from the forts on the Powder River road. The war, he repeated, was being
fought for one purpose—to save the valley of the Powder, the only hunting ground left his nation,
from intrusion by white men. “The Great Father sent his soldiers out here to spill blood. I did not
first commence the spilling of blood. ... If the Great Father kept white men out of my country,
peace would last forever, but if they disturb me, there will be no peace. ... The Great Spirit raised
me 1in this land, and has raised you in another land. What I have said I mean. I mean to keep this
land.” 15

For the third time in two years, a peace commission had failed. Before the commissioners
returned to Washington, however, they sent Red Cloud a shipment of tobacco with another plea to
come to Laramie as soon as the winter snows melted in the spring. Red Cloud politely replied that
he had received the tobacco of peace and would smoke it, and that he would come to Laramie as
soon as the soldiers left his country.

In the spring of 1868 the Great Warrior Sherman and the same peace commission returned
to Fort Laramie. This time they had firm orders from an impatient government to abandon the
forts on the Powder River road and obtain a peace treaty with Red Cloud. This time they sent a
special agent from the Indian Bureau to personally invite the Oglala leader to a peace signing. Red

Cloud told the agent he would need about ten days to consult with his allies, and would probably



come to Laramie during May, the Moon When the Ponies Shed.

Only a few days after the agent returned to Laramie, however, a message arrived from Red
Cloud: “We are on the mountains looking down on the soldiers and the forts. When we see the
soldiers moving away and the forts abandoned, then I will come down and talk.” 16

This was all very humiliating and embarrassing to the Great Warrior Sherman and the
commissioners. They managed to obtain the signatures of a few minor chiefs who came in for
presents, but as the days passed, the frustrated commissioners quietly departed one by one for the
East. By late spring only Black Whiskers Sanborn and White Whiskers Harney were left to
negotiate, but Red Cloud and his allies remained on the Powder through the summer, keeping a
close watch on the forts and the road to Montana.

At last the reluctant War Department issued orders for abandonment of the Powder River
country. On July 29 the troops at Fort C. F. Smith packed their gear and started marching
southward. Early the next morning Red Cloud led a band of celebrating warriors into the post, and
they set fire to every building. A month later Fort Phil Kearny was abandoned, and the honor of
burning was given to the Cheyennes under Little Wolf. A few days after that, the last soldier
departed from Fort Reno, and the Powder River road was officially closed.

After two years of resistance, Red Cloud had won his war. For a few more weeks he kept the
treaty makers waiting, and then on November 6, surrounded by a coterie of triumphant warriors,
he came riding into Fort Laramie. Now a conquering hero, he would sign the treaty: “From this
day forward all war between the parties to this agreement shall forever cease. The government of
the United States desires peace, and its honor is hereby pledged to keep it. The Indians desire
peace, and they now pledge their honor to maintain it.”

For the next twenty years, however, the contents of the other sixteen articles of that treaty of
1868 would remain a matter of dispute between the Indians and the government of the United
States. What many of the chiefs understood was in the treaty and what was actually written therein
after Congress ratified it were like two horses whose colorations did not match.

(Spotted Tail, nine years later: “These promises have not been kept. ... All the words have
proved to be false. ... There was a treaty made by General Sherman, General Sanborn, and
General Harney. At that time the general told us we should have annuities and goods from that
treaty fo