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I think we are in rats’ alley




Where the dead men lost their bones.




—T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land (1922).




 















Eyewitness Reports








Eyewitness to


Custer’s Last Stand









On June 25, 1876, Lieutenant Colonel George Custer and 225 of

his men died in the Battle of Little Bighorn. Custer’s final battle made him a

legend and stirred up considerable controversy.




Custer’s first battle was at Bull Run in 1861. At that time

he was a second lieutenant and had just graduated from the U.S. Military

Academy. Two years later, at the age of twenty-three, he was a brevet brigadier

general. His brigade fought at Gettysburg and in Shenandoah Valley. He was

promoted to brevet major general before the end of the Civil War. Like many others, he

reverted to his regular rank of captain when the war was over. He was a

lieutenant colonel at the time of his death at age thirty-six. After the war, he spent many years

fighting Native Americans.
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George Custer as a brevet-general during the Civil War.


  




In his book My Life on the Plains, which was

originally published serially from 1872 to 1874, Custer wrote:




It is to be regretted that the character of the Indian as

described in [James Fennimore] Cooper’s interesting novels [such as The Last

of the Mohicans] is not the true one.…Stripped of the beautiful romance

with which we have been so long willing to envelop him, transferred from the

inviting pages of the novelist to the localities where we are compelled to meet

with him, in his native village, on the war path, and when raiding upon our

frontier settlements and lines of travel, the Indian forfeits his claim to the

appellation of the noble red man. We see him as he is, and, so far as

all knowledge goes, as he ever has been, a savage in every sense of the

word; not worse, perhaps, than his white brother would be, similarly born and

bred, but one whose cruel and ferocious nature far exceeds that of any wild

beast of the desert.




This was Custer’s view of Native Americans. It wasn’t long

after writing this that Custer found himself marching through the Black Hills

country of the Sioux in Montana. The Treaty of 1868 designated the Black Hills

and the Powder River area as Native American land, saying, “No white person or

persons shall be permitted to settle upon or occupy any portion of the

territory, or without consent of the Indians to pass through the same.” The

Black Hills were sacred to the Sioux (and still are to some), who believed they

were the home of the gods. Warriors went there to talk to the Great Spirit and

to receive visions. Shortly after signing the treaty, gold was discovered

there—billions of dollars’ worth. The government offered to lease mineral

rights for $400,000 a year or to buy the mountains for $6 million. The Native

Americans refused.




Tremendous pressure was put on Washington D.C. to open the

land to mining. Without seeking permission to enter Native American land, the

government sent in the Army on a reconnaissance mission. Custer’s regiment was

sent out ahead of the main forces to scout out the situation. Coming upon an

encampment, Custer underestimated the camp’s size and decided to attack while

he still had the element of surprise. He divided his 650 men into three columns

and went up against the camp of between 2,500 and 5,000 Native Americans,

including about 1,500 warriors led by Chiefs Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse. The

column under Major Reno was the first to attack the camp, but they were forced

to retreat. The remnants of his column joined up with the force under Major

Benteen. They held off the Native Americans for almost two days before they

were rescued. Shortly after Reno’s original attack and about five miles away,

Custer’s column attacked the camp. Hopelessly outnumbered, Custer and five

troops of the 7th Cavalry were completely wiped out. The only surviving

eyewitnesses to Custer’s Last Stand were the Native Americans.




Kate Bighead was there. While there are many accounts of the

Battle of Little Bighorn by Native Americans who where there, this one is

probably the most descriptive.




I was with the Southern Cheyennes during most of my

childhood and young womanhood. I was in the camp beside the Washita River, in

the country the white people call Oklahoma, when Custer and his soldiers came

there and fought the Indians [November, 1868]. Our Chief Black Kettle and other

Cheyennes, many of them women and children, were killed that day. It was early

in the morning when the soldiers began the shooting. There had been a big

storm. and there was snow on the ground. All of us jumped from our beds, and

all of us started running to get away. I was barefooted, as were almost all of

the others. Our tepees and all of our property we had to leave behind were

burned by the white men.








“Brothers, I have listened to a great many talks from our

great father [President Jackson]. But they always began and ended in this: ‘Get

a little further; you are too near me.’”




—Speckled Snake, Creek, 1829 after President Jackson

recommended that the Cherokees, Chickasaws, Choctaws, Creeks, and Seminoles move

west beyond the Mississippi. He was over a hundred years old when he said this.







The next spring Custer and his soldiers found us again [March,

1869]. We then were far westward, on a branch of what the white people call Red

River, I think. That time there was no fighting. Custer smoked the peace pipe

with our chiefs. He promised never again to fight the Cheyennes, so all of us

followed him to a soldier fort [Fort Sill]. Our people gave him the name Hi‑es‑tzie,

meaning Long Hair.




I saw Long Hair many times during, those days. One time I was

close to where he was mounting his horse to go somewhere, and I took a good

look at him. He had a large nose, deep‑set blue eyes, and light‑red

hair that was long and wavy. He was wearing a buckskin suit and a big white

hat. I was then a young woman, 22 years old, and I admired him. All of the

Indian women talked of him as being a fine‑looking man.




My cousin, a young woman named Me‑o‑tzi, went often

with him to help in finding the trails of Indians. She said he told her his

soldier horses were given plenty of corn and oats to eat, so they could outrun

and catch the Indians riding ponies that had only grass to eat. All of the

Cheyennes liked her, and all were glad she had so important a place in life. After

Long Hair went away, different ones of the Cheyenne young men wanted to marry

her. But she would not have any of them. She said that Long Hair was her

husband, that he had promised to come back to her, and that she would wait for

him. She waited seven years. Then he was killed.




Me‑o‑tzi mourned when she learned of his death. I

was not then with those people, but I heard that she cut off her hair and

gashed her arms and legs, for mourning. Her heart was much the more sad on

account of his having been killed in a battle where the Northern Cheyennes

fought against him. About a year later she married a white man named Isaac. They

had several children.…




I came to the Northern Cheyennes when their reservation was in

the Black Hills country [1868‑1874]. White people found gold there, so the

Indians had to move out. The Cheyennes were told they must go to another

reservation, but not many of them made the change. They said it was no use, as

the white people might want that reservation too. Many Cheyennes, and many

Sioux also, went to live in the hunting ground between the Powder and Bighorn

Rivers. White Bull and White Moon, my two brothers, left to go to the hunting

ground, and I went with them. Word was sent to the hunting Indians that all

Cheyennes and Sioux must stay on their reservations in Dakota. But all who

stayed on the reservations had their guns and ponies taken from them, so the

hunters quit going there.




The band of Cheyennes where I dwelt had forty family lodges. In

the last part of the winter we camped on the west side of Powder River, not far

above the mouth of Little Powder River. Soldiers came early in the morning

[March 17, 1876]. They got between our camp and our horse herd, so all of us

had to run away afoot. Not many of our people were killed, but our tepees and

everything that was in them were burned. Three days later, all of us walking,

we arrived at Crazy Horse’s camp of Ogalala Sioux.




The Ogalalas gave us food and shelter. After a few days the two

bands together went northward and found the Uncpapa Sioux, where Sitting Bull

was the chief. The chiefs of the three bands decided that all of us would

travel together for the spring and summer hunting, as it was said that many

soldiers would be coming to try to make us go back to the reservations.




The three tribal bands grew larger and larger, by Indians

coming from the Dakota reservations, as we traveled from place to place and as

the grass came up. Other tribal bands—Minneconjoux Sioux, Blackfeet Sioux,

Arrows All Gone Sioux—came to us. There were then six separate tribal camp

circles, each having, its own chiefs, wherever we stopped. In some of the six

camp circles were small bands of other Sioux—Burned Thigh, Assiniboines, and

Waist and Skirt people.




All of us traveled together to the west side of lower Powder

River, on west across Tongue River, and to the Rosebud Valley. The grass grew

high and our ponies became strong. Our men killed many buffalo, and we women

tanned many skins and stored up much meat, as we camped from place to place up

the Rosebud Valley…




The chiefs from all the camps, in council, decided we should

move down the Little Bighorn River to its mouth, so our hunters could go across

to the west side of the Bighorn and kill antelope in the great herds they had

seen there. All of the Indians crossed to the west side of the Little Bighorn

and moved the first part of the expected journey to the mouth of this stream. The

plan was to stay at this camp but one night, and to go on down the valley the

next day.




The next morning [June 25, 1876] I went with an Ogalala woman

to visit some friends among the Minneconjoux Sioux, up the valley toward where

was the Uncpapa camp circle, at the upper or south end of the camps. We found

our women friends bathing in the river, and we joined them.






“We have been running up and down this country, but they

follow us from one place to another.”




—Chief Sitting Bull







Other groups, men, women and children, were playing in the

water at many places along the stream. Some boys were fishing. All of us were

having a good time. It was somewhere past the middle of the forenoon. Nobody

was thinking of any battle coming. A few women were taking down their lodges,

getting ready for the move on down the valley that day. After a while two Sioux

boys came running toward us. They were shouting:




“Soldiers are coming!”




We heard shooting. We hid in the brush. The sounds of the

shooting multiplied—pop—pop—pop—pop—pop—pop! We heard women and children

screaming. Old men were calling the young warriors to battle. Young men were

singing their war songs as they responded to the call. We peeped out. Throngs

of Sioux men on horses were racing toward the skirt of timber just south of the

Uncpapa camp circle, where the guns were clattering. The horsemen warriors were

dodging through a mass of women, children and old people hurrying afoot to the

benchland hills west of the camps.




From our hiding place in the brush we heard the sounds of

battle change from place to place. It seemed the white men [Major Reno’s

column] were going away, with the Indians following them. Soon afterward we got

glimpses of the soldiers crossing the river above us. Many of them were afoot. Then

we saw that the Indians were after all of them, shooting and beating them.




I came out and set off at running toward our Cheyenne camp

circle, the last one, at the north end down the river, more than a mile from

where I had been hiding. In all of the camps, as I went through them, there was

great excitement. Old men were helping the young warriors in dressing and

painting themselves for battle. Some women were bringing war horses from the

herds. Other women were working fast at taking down their tepees. A few were

loading pack horses with tepee belongings, while others were carrying heavy

burdens on their backs. Many were taking away nothing, leaving the tepees and

everything in them, running away with only their children or with small packs

in hands. I saw one Sioux woman just staying at one spot, jumping up and down

and screaming, because she could not find her little son.




Clouds of dust were kicked up by the horse herds rushed into

the camp circles, as well as by the horses that had been picketed near at hand

by the Indian camp policemen and had been mounted and ridden to the fight when

came the first alarm. The mounted Indians were still going to the place where

had been the fighting, south of the Uncpapa camp. But before I got to my home

lodge all of them were riding wildly back down through the camps. It appeared

they had been beaten and were running away. But I soon learned what had

happened. I heard a Cheyenne old man calling out:




“Other soldiers are coming! Warriors, go and fight them!”…




I crossed the river and followed up the broad coulee where the

warriors had gone and were still going. The soldiers [Custer’s column] had

lined themselves out on a long ridge nearer to the river and a little lower

than the ridge far out where we first had seen them. By the time I got close

enough to see well, the Indians were all around the soldiers, I think. Most of

the warriors, when they got where they wanted to go, left their ponies back in

gulches and hid themselves for crawling forward along little gullies or behind

small ridges or knolls. The soldiers also got off their horses.…
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Crazy Horse in spotted yellow at the Battle of the Little

Bighorn, drawn by Amos Bad Heart Bull, who was about seven years old when he

witnessed the fight.


  




The Indians were using bows and arrows more than they were

using guns. Many of them had no guns, and not many who did have them had also

plenty of bullets. But even if they had been well supplied with both guns and

bullets, in that fight the bow was better. As the soldier ridge sloped on all

sides, and as there were no trees on it nor around it, the smoke from each gun

fired showed right where the shooter was hidden. The arrows made no smoke, so

it could not be seen where they came from. Also, since a bullet has to go

straight out from the end of a gun, any Indian who fired his gun had to put his

head up so his eyes could see where to aim it. By doing this his head might be

seen by a soldier and hit by a soldier bullet. The Indian could keep himself at

all times out of sight when sending arrows. Each arrow was shot far upward and

forward, not at any soldier in particular, but to curve down and fall where

they were. Bullets would not do any harm if shot in that way. But a rain of

arrows from thousands of Indian bows, and kept up for a long time, would hit

many soldiers and their horses by falling and sticking into their heads or

their backs.




The Indians all around were gradually creeping closer to the

soldiers, by following the gullies or dodging from knoll to knoll. On the

southern side, where I stopped to watch the fight, almost all of the Cheyennes

and Ogalala Sioux had crawled across a deep gulch at the bottom of a broad

coulee south of the ridge where the soldiers were, and about half way between

them and the river. There was a long time—the old men now say they think it

must have been about an hour and a half—of this fighting slowly, with not much

harm to either side. Then a band of the soldiers on the ridge mounted their

horses and came riding in a gallop down the broad coulee toward the river,

toward where were the Cheyennes and the Ogalalas. The Indians hidden there got

back quickly into the deepest parts of the gulch or kept on going away from it

until they got over the ridge just south of it, the ridge where I was watching.

The soldiers who had come galloping stopped and got off their horses along

another ridge, a low one just north of the deep gulch.




Lame White Man, the bravest Cheyenne warrior chief, stayed in

hiding close to where the small band of soldiers got off their horses. From

there he called to the young men, and they began creeping and dodging back to

him. The Ogalala Sioux chiefs also called to their young men, and these also

returned to the fight. Within a few minutes there were many hundreds of

warriors wriggling along the gullies all around those soldiers.




I saw one of the white men there kill himself, with his own

gun, just after they got off their horses. Soon afterward I saw another one do

the same act. From where I was I had a clear view of the soldiers, and their

saddled horses standing near them showed all of the warriors where the white

men were. I think that only a few soldiers, maybe not any of them, were killed

by the Indians during the few minutes of fighting there. I could not see the

creeping Indians well enough to know when any one or another of them might have

been killed or wounded. After a little while I heard Lame White Man call out:




“Young men, come now with me and show yourselves to be brave!”




On all sides of this band of soldiers the Indians jumped up. There

were hundreds of warriors, many more than one might have thought could hide

themselves in those small gullies. I think there were about twenty Indians to

every soldier there. The soldier horses got scared, and all of them broke loose

and ran away toward the river. Just then I saw a soldier shoot himself by

holding his revolver at his head. Then another one did the same, and another. Right

away, all of them began shooting themselves or shooting each other. I saw

several different pairs of them fire their guns at the same time and shoot one

another in the breast. For a short time the Indians just stayed where they were

and looked. Then they rushed forward. But not many of them got to strike coup

blows on living enemies. Before they could get to them, all of the white men

were dead.…




I started to go around the east end of the soldier ridge. Just

then I saw lots of Indians running toward that end of the ridge, and the

soldier horses there were running away. Pretty soon I saw that all of the white

men there were dead and the warriors were among them getting their guns. I did

not see how they were killed, but I think they must have killed themselves. The

Indians crowded on westward along the ridge and along its two sides. I

followed, but keeping myself back so I would not be hit by a bullet. I stopped

to look over a little hill and watch a band of soldiers [Custer and the

remnants of his column] on the ground at the north slope of the ridge. Warriors

were all around those men, creeping closer and closer. The white men’s horses

were all gone from there. After I had been looking but a few minutes at those

men I saw them go at shooting each other and shooting themselves, the same as I

had seen it done by the soldiers down toward the river.




The remaining white fighters collected in a group at the west

end of the ridge, where our men say there now is a big stone having an iron

fence around it. At that time there must have been hundreds of warriors for every

white soldier left alive. The warriors around them were shifting from shelter

to shelter, each one of them trying to get close enough to strike a blow of

some kind upon a living enemy, as all warriors try to do when in a fight. Many

hundreds of Indian heads were being popped up for a quick look and then jerked

down again for a movement forward a little farther. The soldiers must have seen

many of those heads, but they must have been puzzled as to which ones to shoot

at. The remaining soldiers were keeping themselves behind their dead horses. The

Indians could get only some glimpses of the white men, but it was easy enough

to see where they were.…




The shots quit coming from the place where the soldiers were

lying behind their dead horses. All of the Indians jumped up and ran toward

them, supposing all of them were dead. But there were seven of the white men

who sprang to their feet and went running toward the river. All of the hundreds

of boys came tearing in on their horses, to strike blows upon the dead white

men, as that was considered a brave deed for a boy. There was such a rush and

mixup that it seemed the whole world had gone wild. There was such a crowd, and

there was so much dust and smoke in the air, that I did not see what happened

to the seven men who ran down the hillside. Hundreds of Sioux and Cheyenne

warriors were after them. The talk I heard afterward was that all of them, and

all of the others who had been hidden behind the horses, killed themselves. The

Indians believe that the Everywhere Spirit made all of them go crazy and do

this, in punishment for having attacked a peaceful Indian camp.




While I was looking at the last fighting, I saw back along the

ridge a living soldier sitting on the ground, in plain view. He was just

sitting there and rubbing his head, as if he did not know where he was nor what

was going on in the world. While I was watching him, three Sioux men ran to him

and seized him. They stretched him out upon his back. They went at this slowly,

and I wondered what they were going to do. Pretty soon I found out. Two of them

held his arms while the third man cut off his head with a sheath‑knife.




I went riding among the Indians at different places on the

battlefield.…I saw several different ones of the soldiers not yet quite dead.

The Indians cut off arms or legs or feet of these, the same as was done for

those entirely dead.…




Women from many families brought lodge-pole travois, dragged by

ponies, to take away the dead or wounded Indians. Some of the women, mourning,

for their own dead, beat and cut the dead bodies of the white men.…




The Indians got guns, cartridges, horses, saddles, clothing,

boots, everything the soldiers had with them. During the battle, all of the

women and children and old people had been watching from the western hills

across the valley. They kept themselves ready to run away if their warriors

should be beaten, or to return to the camps if their side should win.








“Tell your people that since the Great Father promised that we

should never be removed we have been moved five times. I think you had better

put the Indians on wheels so you can run them about wherever you wish.”




—Anonymous chief, 1876.









After a long time of this watching, all the time in doubt, they

saw a band of horsemen coming across the river and toward them. As the horsemen

got into good view it was seen that all of them had on blue clothing and were

mounted on soldier horses. It appeared the Indian warriors all had been killed,

and these men were soldiers coming to kill the families. Women shrieked, some

of them fainted. Mothers and children ran away into hiding. One woman grabbed

her two little boys and set out running up a gulch. She was so excited that in

picking them up she seized their feet and slung them upside down over her

shoulders. It soon became known, though, that these men were our own warriors

bringing the horses and the clothing of the dead soldiers.




Noisy Walking died that night. Six of our Cheyenne young men

now were dead. Twenty‑four Sioux warriors had been killed. Many more

Indians would have been killed if the Everywhere Spirit had not caused the

white men to go crazy and turn their guns upon themselves. Even as it was, in

all of the camps there was much mourning and sadness of heart. The night

before, there had been dancing and the usual gayety of Indian young people. But

on this night there were so many sorrowing people that all feelings of joy were

forgotten.




We Cheyennes buried our dead that afternoon. We placed them in

hillside caves out from the camps. Some of the Sioux left their dead warriors

in burial tepees set up as they had been when in use by the living people. Other

Sioux put their dead on scaffolds, near the camps. One of our lost warriors was

Chief Lame White Man, the most important war leader among the Cheyennes. He was

killed soon after I last had seen him, when he called the young men for

fighting the soldiers who rode down toward the gulch near the river. Although I

had seen him just before his death, I did not learn of it until after I got

back to our home camp. He was thirty-seven years old, and he left a widow and

two daughters. Each of the other five dead Cheyennes was a young and unmarried

man.…




I may have seen Custer at the time of the battle or after he was killed. I do

not know, as I did not then know of his being there. All of our old warriors

say the same—none of them knew of him being there until they learned of it

afterward at the soldier forts or the agencies or from Indians coming from the

agencies.




But I learned later something more about him from our people in

Oklahoma. Two of those Southern Cheyenne women who had been in our camp at the

Little Bighorn told of having been on the battlefield soon after the fighting

ended. They saw Custer lying dead there. They had known him in the South. While

they were looking at him some Sioux men came and were about to cut up his body.

The Cheyenne women, thinking of Me‑o‑tzi made signs. He is a

relative of ours, but telling nothing more about him. So the Sioux men cut off

only one joint of a finger. The women then pushed the point of a sewing awl

into each of his ears, into his head. This was done to improve his hearing, as

it seemed he had not heard what our chiefs in the South said when he smoked the

pipe with them. They told him then that if ever afterward he should break that

peace promise and should fight the Cheyennes the Everywhere Spirit surely would

cause him to be killed.




Through almost sixty years, many a time I have thought of Hi‑es‑tzie

as the handsome man I saw in the South. And I often have wondered if, when I

was riding among the dead where he was lying, my pony may have kicked dirt upon

his body.




Chief Red Horse said that towards the end of the fighting, the

“soldiers became foolish, many throwing away their guns and raising their

hands, saying, ‘Sioux, pity us; take us prisoners.’ The Sioux did not take a

single soldier prisoner, but killed all of them; none were alive for even a few

minutes.”
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Sitting Bull.


  




In 1887, a newspaper reporter interviewed Chief Sitting

Bull. While Sitting Bull didn’t see Custer himself, he did describe what his

people told him they saw. Sitting Bull pointed at a map and said:




“Any way it was said that up there is where the last fight

took place, where the last stand was made, the Long Hair stood like a sheaf of

corn with all the ears fallen around him.”




“Not wounded?”




“No.”




“How many stood around him?”




“A few.”




“When did he fall?”




“He killed a man when he fell. He laughed.”




“You mean he cried out.”




“No, he laughed; he had fired his last shot.”




“From a carbine?”




“No, a pistol.”




“Did he stand up after he first fell?”




“He rose up on his hands and tried another shot, but his pistol

would not go off?”




“Was any one else standing up when he fell down?”




“One man was kneeling; that was all. But he died before the

Long Hair.…I did not see it. It was told to me. But it is true.”






“If you white men had a country which was very valuable, which

had always belonged to your people, and which the Great Father had promised

should be yours for ever, and men of another race came to take it away by

force, what would your people do? Would they fight?”




—Anonomous chief, 1876.







An Arapahoe warrior who was riding with the Cheyenne

reported:




When I reached the top of the hill I saw Custer. He was dressed

in buckskin, coat and pants, and was on his hands and knees. He had been shot

through the side and there was blood coming from his mouth. He seemed to be

watching the Indians moving around him. Four soldiers were sitting up around

him, but they were all badly wounded. All the other soldiers were down. Then

the Indians closed in around him, and I did not see anymore. Most of the dead

soldiers had been killed by arrows, as they had arrows sticking in them. The

next time I saw Custer he was dead, and some Indians were taking his buckskin

clothes. The Indians were quarreling, each trying to take the clothes away from

the other.
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White Bull.


  




Sioux Chief White Bull was one of several warriors who

claimed to be the one that killed Custer. In his account of what happened he

said:




I charged in. A tall, well-built soldier with yellow hair

and mustache saw me coming and tried to bluff me, aiming his rifle at me. But

when I rushed him, he threw his rifle at me without shooting. I dodged it. We

grabbed each other and wrestled there in the dust and smoke.…He tried to

wrench my rifle from me, and nearly did it. I lashed him across the face with

my quirt*, striking the coup. He let go,

then grabbed my gun with both hands until I struck him again.…He hit me with

his fists on jaw and shoulders, then grabbed my long braids with both hands,

pulled my face close and tried to bite my nose off. I yelled for help: ‘Hey,

hey, come over and help me!’ I thought that soldier would kill me.…He drew

his pistol. I wrenched it out of his hand and struck him with it three or four

times on the head, knocked him over, shot him in the head and fired at his

heart.…Ho hechetu! That was a fight, a hard fight. But

it was a glorious battle, I enjoyed it.




......................................




* A riding whip with a short stalk and a lash of braided leather.




......................................




Chief White Bull said he didn’t know who it was he had

fought until a warrior who knew Custer came up and said, “Long Hair thought he

was the greatest man in the world. Now he lies there.”




General Edward Godfrey arrived on the scene three days after

the battle and described Custer’s burial:




All the bodies, except a few, were stripped of their

clothing, according to my recollection nearly all were scalped or mutilated,

and there was one notable exception, that of General Custer, whose face and

expression were natural: he had been shot in the temple and in the left side. Many

faces had a pained, almost terrified expression.…I had just identified and

was supervising the burial of Boston Custer, when Major Reno sent for me to

help identify the dead at Custer Hill. When I arrived there General Custer’s

body had been laid out. He had been shot in the left temple and the left

breast. There were no powder marks or signs of mutilation. Mr. F. F. Girard,

the interpreter, informed me that he preceded the troops there. He found the

naked bodies of two soldiers, one across the other and Custer’s naked body in a

sitting posture between and leaning against them, his upper right forearm and

hand supporting his head in an inclining posture like one resting or asleep.




Custer’s resounding defeat was dubbed a “massacre,” though

it was actually a battle. A massacre is what Custer had intended to do to the

Native Americans, in addition his attack violated the orders of his superiors. Still,

the government used it as an excuse to rescind the Treaty of 1868. The military

assumed control of the reservations in Sioux country and the Native Americans

became prisoners of war—even those who had not left the reservation or been

involved in the battle. Their horses and guns were confiscated. After the

government passed a law transferring the Black Hills and the Powder River

country to the United States, the reservations were moved onto land that had

already been deforested in Missouri. Seeking revenge, the U.S. Army set out to

kill any Native American they could find who had not moved to Missouri. Custer

died, but his legend haunted the Native Americans.






 

















Dinner with Attila the Hun









I sometimes wonder what it would be like to meet some famous

historical leader, like Attila the Hun, face to face. Of course, that’s

impossible short of someone inventing a time machine or unless we continue to

exist as individuals in the afterworld. But we can get an idea of what an

encounter with Attila might have been like because there survives an account

written by someone who did meet him.




Attila (c. a.d. 406-453) became the king of the Huns—one of

a number of barbarian tribes known as Scythians—in 434 and ruled them for nineteen

years. His territory included what is now the Netherlands, Germany, Eastern

Europe and Russia. He also launched invasions into Turkey and Greece which were

then part of the Eastern Roman Empire (the Byzantine Empire) and into France

and Italy which were then part of the Western Roman Empire. It was fugitives

fleeing from Attila into lagoons on the Adriatic who laid the foundations of

the city of Venice. For a while, the Eastern Empire paid him seven hundred

pounds of gold every year to keep him from invading them again. All this earned

him the appellation “the Scourge of God.” He was quite a guy, but it was best

to stay on his good side since he had a tendency to crucify or impale on stakes

anyone who displeased him.




The brutality of the Huns followed the traditions of the

earlier Scythians. Several centuries earlier, the Greek historian Herodotus* (c. 485-430 b.c.) wrote that the Scythians sometimes

beheaded their enemies and made the skulls into drinking cups by binding the

outside with leather and gilding the interior with gold. They also made coats,

capes and cushions out of their victim’s skins, he said, explaining, “The

Scythian soldier scrapes the scalp clean of flesh and, softening it by rubbing

it between the hands uses it thenceforth as a napkin. The Scyth is proud of

these scalps and hangs them from his bridle rein; the greater the number of

such napkins that a man can show, the more highly is he esteemed among them. Many

make themselves cloaks by sewing a number of these scalps together.”




......................................




* It should be noted that Herodotus was biased against the Huns.




......................................




Herodotus went on to say that they drank the blood of the

first enemy they killed and mixed it with wine when making toasts to their

agreements and alliances. In addition, they’d use the bloody wine to dip their

arrows, swords and javelins in. They considered it a terrible disgrace if, when

the tribes gathered together each year, they hadn’t killed someone since their

last meeting. They also went in for human sacrifices.




Towards the end of Attila’s reign in a.d. 448, Priscus of

Panium, who was a Goth, was sent along with two ambassadors of the Eastern

Roman Empire to see Attila. He recorded his journey and, while his original

book has been lost, some of it was included in Jordanes’ History of the

Goths (sixth century a.d.). Here is his description of Attila.




His army is said to have numbered 500,000 men. He was a man

born into the world to shake the nations, the scourge of all lands, who in some

way terrified all mankind by the dreadful rumors noised abroad concerning him. He

was haughty in his walk, rolling his eyes hither and thither, so that the power

of his proud spirit appeared in the movement of his body. He was indeed a lover

of war, yet restrained in action, mighty in counsel, gracious to suppliants and

lenient to those who were once received into his protection. He was short of

stature, with a broad chest and a large head: his eyes were small, his beard

thin and sprinkled with gray: and he had a flat nose and a swarthy complexion

showing the evidences of his origin.




The embassy reached Attila’s camp eight miles east of the

Danube River. Their first encounter with him did not go very smoothly.




While we were thus engaged Attila summoned us through Scottas

[one of Attila’s men], and so we came to his tent, which was guarded by a band

of barbarians around it. When we made our entrance we found Attila sitting on a

wooden seat. As we stood a little apart from the throne, Maximinus [one of the

ambassadors] went forward, greeted the barbarian, and gave him the letters from

the emperor, saying that the emperor prayed that he and his followers were safe

and sound.




He answered that for himself the Romans would have whatever

they wished. Straightway, he turned his words against Bigilas, calling him a

shameless beast and asked why he desired to come to him when he knew the terms

made by him and Anatolius for peace, adding that he had said that no

ambassadors ought to come to him before all the fugitives had been surrendered

to the barbarians.




Bigilas [the other ambassador] said that there was not a single

refugee of the Scythian race among the Romans, for all of them had been

surrendered. Attila became even angrier and, railing at him violently, said

with a shout that he would have impaled him and given him to the birds for food

if he had not thought it an outrage to the law of embassies to exact this

punishment from him for his effrontery and recklessness of speech. He said

there were among the Romans many refugees of his race whose names, written down

on a piece of paper, he ordered his secretaries to read out. When they had gone

through all of them, he ordered Bigilas to depart without more ado. He sent

Eslas with him to tell the Romans to send back to him all the barbarians who

had fled to them from the time of Carpileon, who as the son of Aëtius, the

general of the Romans of the West, had been a hostage at his court.…




Bigilas expressed surprise that though Attila had seemed mild

and gentle to him when he had made the former embassy now he railed at him

harshly.








After capturing a town, Genghis Khan would order the

inhabitants to gather outside the town’s walls and then his men would proceed

to slaughter them. Each man was ordered to kill at least fifty people and they

had to bring a sack full of ears to their officers to prove it.* At Nichapur in 1221, they killed 1,748,000 people in

just one hour—which is more than all the people murdered in Auschwitz. But

then, the Mongols weren’t worried about keeping their crimes hidden like the

Nazi’s were.




......................................




* During the Vietnam War, some American officers also had their men collect the ears of dead Vietnamese to confirm their body counts. Some of these were then nailed up on display, while other soldiers kept them as trophys. The American colonists did much the same thing with Native American scalps.




......................................







The emissaries then proceed on to Attila’s capital, where

they met him again. His capital was farther east from the Danube, near what is

now the Hungarian-Slovakian border in the area known as Transylvania.




We crossed certain rivers and came to a very large village in

which the dwelling of Attila was said to be more notable than those elsewhere. It

had been fitted together with highly polished timbers and boards and encircled

with a wooden palisade, conceived not for safety but for beauty. Next to the

king’s dwelling that of Onegesius was outstanding, and it also had a circuit of

timbers but was not embellished with towers in the same way as Attila’s. Not

far from the enclosure there was a large bath which Onegesius, who had power

second only to Attila among the Scythians, had built, fetching the stones from

the land of Pannonia. There is neither stone nor tree among the barbarians

living in those parts, but they use imported wood.…




Maidens came to meet Attila as he entered this village,

advancing before him in rows under fine white linen cloths stretched out to

such a length that under each cloth, which was held up by the hands of women

along either side, seven or even more girls walked. There were many such

formations of women under the linen cloths, and they sang Scythian songs. When

he came near the house of Onegesius (for the road to the palace led past it),

the wife of Onegesius came out with a host of servants, some bearing dainties

and others wine, and (this is the greatest honor among the Scythians) greeted

him and asked him to partake of the food which she brought for him with

friendly hospitality. To gratify the wife of his intimate friend, he ate

sitting on his horse, the barbarians accompanying him having raised the silver

platter up to him. Having also tasted the wine proffered to him he went on to

the palace, which was higher than the other houses and situated on a high

place.
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Attila invited both parties of us to dine with him about

three o’clock that afternoon. We waited for the time of the invitation, and

then all of us, the envoys from the Western Romans as well, presented ourselves

in the doorway facing Attila. In accordance with the national custom the

cupbearers gave us a cup for us to make our libations before we took our seats.

When that had been done and we had sipped the wine, we went to the chairs where

we would sit to have dinner. All the seats were ranged down either side of the

room, up against the walls. In the middle Attila was sitting on a couch with a

second couch behind him. Behind that a few steps led up to his bed, which for

decorative purposes was covered in ornate drapes made of fine linen, like those

which Greeks and Romans prepare for marriage ceremonies. I think that the more

distinguished guests were on Attila’s right, and the second rank on his left,

where we were with Berichos, a man of some renown among the Scythians, who was

sitting in front of us. Onegesius was to the right of Attila’s couch, and

opposite him were two of the king’s sons on chairs. The eldest son was sitting

on Attila’s own couch, right on the very edge, with his eyes fixed on the

ground in fear of his father.




When all were sitting properly in order, a cupbearer came to

offer Attila an ivy-wood bowl of wine, which he took and drank a toast to the

man first in order of precedence. The man thus honored rose to his feet and it

was not right for him to sit down again until Attila had drunk some or all of

the wine and had handed the goblet back to the attendant. The guests, taking

their own cups, then honored him in the same way, sipping the wine after making

the toast. One attendant went round to each man in strict order after Attila’s

personal cupbearer had gone out. When the second guest and then all the others

in their turn had been honored, Attila greeted us in like fashion in our order

of seating.




After everyone had been toasted, the cupbearers left, and a

table was put in front of Attila and other tables for groups of three or four

men each. This enabled each guest to help himself to the things put on the

table without leaving his proper seat. Attila’s servant entered first with

plates full of meat, and those waiting on all the others put bread and cooked

food on the tables. A lavish meal, served on silver trenchers, was prepared for

us and the other barbarians, but Attila just had some meat on a wooden platter,

for this was one aspect of his self-discipline. For instance, gold or silver

cups were presented to the other diners, but his own goblet was made of wood. His

clothes, too, were simple, and no trouble was taken except to have them clean. The

sword that hung by his side, the clasps of his barbarian shoes and the bridle

of his horse were all free from gold, precious stones or other valuable

decorations affected by the other Scythians. When the food in the first plates

was finished we all got up, and no one, once on his feet, returned to his seat

until he had, in the same order as before, drunk the full cup of wine that he

was handed, with a toast for Attila’s health. After this honor had been paid

him, we sat down again and second plates were put on each table with other food

on them. This also finished, everyone rose once more, drank another toast and

resumed his seat.




As twilight came on torches were lit, and two barbarians

entered before Attila to sing some songs they had composed, telling of his

victories and his valor in war. The guests paid close attention to them, and

some were delighted with the songs, others excited at being reminded of the

wars, but others broke down and wept if their bodies were weakened by age and

their warrior spirits forced to remain inactive. After the songs a Scythian

entered, a crazy fellow who told a lot of strange and completely false stories,

not a word of truth in them, which made everyone laugh. Following him came the

Moor, Zerkon, totally disorganized in appearance, clothes, voice and words. By

mixing up the languages of the Italians with those of the Huns and Goths, he

fascinated everyone and made them break out into uncontrollable laughter, all

that is except Attila. He was presented to Aspar, son of Ardaburius, during the

time he spent in Libya and was captured when the barbarians invaded Thrace and

was brought to the Scythian kings. Attila could not endure the sight of him,

but Bleda [Attila’s brother*] was exceedingly

pleased with him, not only when he uttered comical words but also when he

walked about in silence and moved his body clumsily.…




......................................




* Priscus is speaking of when Bleda was still alive. Earlier in his

narrative, he wrote, “When Attila’s brother Bleda who ruled over a great part

of the Huns was slain by Attila’s treachery, the latter united all the people

under his own rule.” Bleda was killed in 445.




......................................




He [Attila] remained impassive, without any change of

expression, and neither by word or gesture did he seem to share in the

merriment except that when his youngest son, Ernas, came in and stood by him,

he drew the boy towards him and looked at him with gentle eyes. I was surprised

that he paid no attention to his other sons, and only had time for this one. But

the barbarian at my side, who understood Latin and what I had said about the

boy, warned me not to speak up, and said that the seers had told Attila that

his family would be banished but would be restored by this son. After spending

most of the night at the party, we left, having no wish to pursue the drinking

any further.




Alcohol wasn’t the barbarians only vice—they also had an

affinity for marijuana. Most scholars believe Herodotus was referring to it

when he wrote, “They…have a tree, which bears the strangest produce. When

they meet together in companies they throw some of it upon the fire round which

they are sitting, and presently, by the mere smell of the fumes which it gives

out in burning, they grow drunk, as the Greeks do with wine. More of the fruit

is then thrown on the fire, and, their drunkenness increasing, they often jump

up and begin to dance and sing. Such is the account which I have heard of these

people.”




In Siberia in 1994 a container full of marijuana was

discovered in the 2,000-year-old grave of a twenty-year-old Scythian princess

and priestess, among the many other articles buried with her.




Scythian funerals were decidedly unpleasant affairs. According

to Herodotus:




When a king dies, they dig a great square pit, and, when it

is ready, they take up the corpse, which has been previously slit open, cleaned

out, and filled with various aromatic substances, crushed galingale [an

aromatic plant], parsley seed, and anise; it is then sewn up again and the whole

body coated over with wax.…




[The king’s body is then carried in a wagon from tribe to tribe

until the funeral cortege reaches the land of the Gerrhi, the most isolated of

the Scythian tribes.]




Here the corpse is laid in the tomb on a mattress, with spears

fixed in the ground on either side to support a roof of brush laid on wooden

poles, while in other parts of the great square pit various members of the king’s

household are buried beside him: one of his concubines, his butler, his cook,

his groom, his steward, and his chamberlain—all of them strangled. Horses are

buried too, and gold cups (the Scythians do not use silver or bronze), and a

selection of his other treasures…This ceremony over, everybody with great

enthusiasm sets about raising a mound of earth, each competing to make it as

big as possible.…




When a year is gone by, further ceremonies take place. Fifty of

the late king’s attendants are taken…and are strangled, with fifty of the

most beautiful horses.




When they are dead, their bowels are taken out and the cavity

cleaned, filled full of chaff, and straightway sewn up again. This done, a

number of posts are set into the ground, in sets of two pairs each; atop every

pair of stakes half the rim of a wheel is placed to form an arch. Then strong

stakes are run lengthwise through the bodies of the horses from tail to neck,

and they are set on top of the rims so that the arch supports the shoulders of

the horse, while the one behind holds up the belly and quarters, the legs

dangling in mid-air. Each horse is given a bridle, which is stretched out in

front of the horses and fastened to a peg.




The fifty strangled youths are then mounted on the fifty

horses. To effect this, a stake is passed through their bodies along the course

of the spine to the neck, the lower end of which projects from the body and is

fixed into a socket made in the stake that runs lengthwise down the horse. The

fifty riders are thus ranged in a circle round the tomb and so left.




It’s said Attila died of a hemorrhage on his wedding night.

Priscus explained that the Huns, “as it is the custom of that race, cut off a

part of their hair and disfigured their faces horribly with deep wounds, so

that the gallant warrior should be mourned not with the lamentations and tears

of women, but with the blood of men.”






Centuries later, another famous dictator also had

problems on his wedding night, but of a completely different sort. Napoleon and

Josephine were in the middle of passionate sex when Napoleon suddenly cried

out. She thought he was crying in ecstasy, but actually her dog had bitten his

leg. As M. de Ravine put it, “All night the disappointed Josephine had to put

compresses on her invalid’s wound. He huddled in the bed and loudly moaned that

he was dying of rabies.”







Priscus also said:




His body was placed in the midst of a plain and laid in

state in a silken tent as a sight for men’s admiration. The best horsemen of

the entire tribe of the Huns rode around in circles, after the manner of circus

games, in the place to which he had been brought and told of his deeds in a

funeral dirge in the following manner:




Attila, the great king of the Huns,




the son of Mundzucus,




the ruler of the most courageous tribes;




enjoying such power as had been unheard of before him,




he possessed the Scythian and Germanic kingdoms alone




and also terrorized both empires of the Roman world




after conquering their cities, and




placated by their entreaties




that the rest might not be laid open to plunder




he accepted an annual tribute.




After he had achieved all this with great success




he died, not of an enemy’s wound, not betrayed by friends,




in the midst of his unscathed people,




happy and gay,




without any feeling of pain.




Who therefore would think that this was death




which nobody considers to demand revenge?




When they had mourned him with such lamentations, a strava,

as they call it, was celebrated over his tomb with great reveling. They

connected opposites and showed them, mixing grief over the dead with joy. Then

in the secrecy of night they buried the body in the earth. They bound his

coffins, the first with gold, the second with silver, and the third with the

strength of iron, showing by such means that these three things suited the

mightiest of kings: iron because he subdued the nations, gold and silver

because he received the honors of both empires. They also added the arms of

foemen won in the fight, trappings of rare worth, sparkling with various gems,

and ornaments of all sorts whereby princely state is maintained. And that so

great riches might be kept from human curiosity, they slew those appointed to

the work—a dreadful pay for their labor; and thus sudden death was the lot of

those who buried him as well as of him who was buried.




Attila’s kingdom crumbled soon after his death.




Historians now question his historical significance. While

he seriously threatened the Roman empires, he didn’t win any decisive victories

against them. Perhaps his greatest achievement was that he united the Huns for a

short while. He appears in Scandinavian legends under the name Atli and in

German legends, such as the Nibelungenlied, under the name Etzel.




 

















Watching Gettysburg and


Other Civil War Battles









In 1863, General Robert E. Lee launched an offensive invasion

into the North. As Northern and Southern forces came together for the Battle of

Gettysburg in Pennsylvania, Lee thought this would be a decisive victory for

the South and hoped it would lead to European mediation of the war. He also

wanted to move the battle zone away from Virginia. After three days of intense

fighting, Lee was forced to withdraw.




Gettysburg was the biggest and bloodiest battle ever fought

on American soil. In all, 5,662 men were killed there, while both sides

reported an additional 10,584 missing and 27,203 wounded. The battle was

a turning point in the war, but against the South. The war continued for two

more years, but Lee was never again able to invade the North. Lee fought most

of his battles defensive positions. Gettysburg was part of his only offensive

campaign.




One eyewitness to this important battle was newspaper

reporter Samuel Wilkeson. His description of the Confederate bombardment just

prior to Major General George E. Pickett’s suicidal charge on July 3, 1863—the

final day of the three day battle—appeared in The New York Times a few

days later. Lying next to him as he wrote was the body of his own son,

Lieutenant Bayard Wilkeson, who had been killed in the first day of battle.




Who can write the history of a battle whose eyes are

immovably fastened upon a central figure of transcendingly absorbing interest—the

dead body of an oldest born, crushed by a shell in a position where a battery

should never have been sent, and abandoned to death in a building where

surgeons dared not to stay?…




For such details as I have the heart for. The battle commenced

at daylight, on the side of the horseshoe position, exactly opposite to that

which [Confederate Lieutenant General Richard S.] Ewell had sworn to crush

through. Musketry preceded the rising of the sun. A thick wood veiled this

fight, but out of the leafy darkness arose the smoke and the surging and

swelling of the fire…




Suddenly, and about ten in the forenoon, the firing on the east

side and everywhere about our lines ceased. A silence of deep sleep fell upon

the field of battle. Our army cooked, ate and slumbered. The rebel army moved

120 guns to the west, and massed there [Lieutenant General James] Longstreet’s

corps and [Lieutenant General A.P.] Hill’s corps to hurl them upon the really

weakest point of our entire position.




Eleven o’clock—twelve o’clock—one o’clock. In the shadow cast

by the tiny farmhouse, sixteen by twenty, where [Union Major] General [George

G.] Meade had made his headquarters, lay wearied staff officers and tired

reporters. There was not wanting to the peacefulness of the scene the singing

of a bird, which had a nest in a peach tree within the tiny yard of the

whitewashed cottage. In the midst of its warbling a shell screamed over the

house, instantly followed by another and another and in a moment the air was

full of the most complete artillery prelude to an infantry battle that was ever

exhibited. Every size and form of shell known to British and to American

gunnery shrieked, moaned, whirled, whistled, and wrathfully fluttered over our

ground…Through the midst of the storm of screaming and exploding shells an

ambulance, driven by its frenzied conductor at full speed, presented to all of

us the marvellous spectacle of a horse going rapidly on three legs. A hinder

one had been shot off at the hock…During this fire the houses at twenty and

thirty feet distant were receiving their death, and soldiers in Federal blue

were torn to pieces in the road and died with the peculiar yells that blend the

extorted cry of pain with horror and despair. Not an orderly, not an ambulance,

not a straggler was to be seen upon the plain swept by this tempest of

orchestral death thirty minutes after it commenced.




An even more graphic account of how devastating artillery

could be was related by Captain Thomas Livermore of the New Hampshire Infantry

in his book, Days and Events, 1860-1866 (1920). Here he describes the

Battle of White Oak Swamp, which took place on the Virginia peninsula on June

30, 1862.




The enemy’s fire was unremitting, and from noon until dark

we endured the slow torture of seeing our comrades killed, mangled, and torn

around us, while we could not fire a shot, as our business was to lie and wait

to repel attacks and protect our batteries. With every discharge of the enemy’s

guns, the shells would scream over our heads and bury themselves in the woods

beyond, burst over us and deal death in the ranks, or ricochet over the plain

killing whenever they struck a line.…




The shot hit some of our men and scattered their vitals and

brains upon the ground, and we hugged the earth to escape this horrible fate,

but nothing could save a few who fell victims there. I saw a shot strike in the

2d Delaware, a new regiment with us, which threw a man’s head perhaps twenty

feet into the air, and the bleeding trunk fell over toward us. The men seemed

paralyzed for a moment, but presently gathered up the poor fellow’s body in a

blanket and carried it away. I do not know that I have ever feared artillery as

I did then, and I can recollect very well how close I lay to the ground while

the messengers of death, each one seemingly coming right into us, whistled over

us.…




I had just reached my place when the order was given to rise up

and face about. A cannon shot came quicker than the wind through my company,

and close by me. Tibbetts fell and Nichols fell. We reached the line designated

with a few hasty steps, and resumed our line with faces to the front. Nichols

got up, and came back to the captain and said, “Captain, I am wounded and want

to go to the rear.” The poor fellow held up one arm with the other hand, for it

dangled only by a strip of flesh. Some men went forward and hastily gathered up

Tibbetts in a blanket and bore him away; the shot had gone through his body. We

felt a little safer now. Hazzard’s battery withdrew, cut to pieces, and with

Captain Hazzard mortally wounded; and for a short time it seemed as if the

rebels would fire unmolested, but Pettit galloped up with his battery of ten-pounder

Parrotts and went into action, and then iron did fly, and the rebels had their

hands full. Captain Keller sat up on a knapsack in front of us and gave warning

when the shells were coming, and perhaps saved lives by it; anyhow it was a

brave thing to do.




What it was like to be in a battle with bullets whizzing

all around comes across even more strongly in this next account by Private

Oliver W. Norton of the Pennsylvania Volunteers. Amazingly, he survived the

fierce all-day battle at Gaines’s Mill on June 27, 1862, which was also during

the Virginia peninsula campaign. This account is from Norton’s book, Army

Letters, 1861-1865 (1903).




The order was given to face about. We did so and tried to

form in line, but while the line was forming, a bullet laid low the head, the

stay, the trust of our regiment—our brave colonel, and before we knew what had

happened the major shared his fate. We were then without a field officer, but

the boys bore up bravely. They rallied ’round the flag and we advanced up the

hill to find ourselves alone. It appears that the enemy broke through our lines

off on our right, and word was sent to us on the left to fall back. Those in

the rear of us received the order but the aide sent to us was shot before he

reached us and so we got no orders.…




I returned to the fight, and our boys were dropping on all

sides of me. I was blazing away at the rascals not ten rods off when a ball

struck my gun just above the lower band as I was capping it, and cut it in two.

The ball flew in pieces and part went by my head to the right and three pieces

struck just below my left collarbone. The deepest one was not over half an

inch, and stopping to open my coat I pulled them out and snatched a gun from

Ames in Company H as he fell dead. Before I had fired this at all a ball

clipped off a piece of the stock, and an instant after another struck the seam

of my canteen and entered my left groin. I pulled it out, and, more maddened

than ever, I rushed in again. A few minutes after, another ball took six inches

off the muzzle of this gun. I snatched another from a wounded man under a tree,

and, as I was loading, kneeling by the side of the road, a ball cut my rammer

in two as I was turning it over my head. Another gun was easier got than a

rammer so I threw that away and picked up a fourth one. Here in the road a

buckshot struck me in the left eyebrow, making the third slight scratch I

received in the action. It exceeded all I ever dreamed of, it was almost a

miracle.




Then came the retreat across the river; rebels on three sides

of us left no choice but to run or be killed or be taken prisoners. We left our

all in the hollow by the creek and crossed the river to Smith’s division. The

bridge was torn up, and when I came to the river I threw my cartridge box on my

shoulder and waded through.…




Sunday night we lay in a cornfield in the rain, without tent or

blanket. Monday we went down on the James River, lying behind batteries to

support them. Tuesday the same—six days exposed to a constant fire of shot and

shell, till almost night, when we went to the front and engaged in another

fierce conflict with the enemy. Going on to the field, I picked up a tent and

slung it across my shoulder. The folds of that stopped a ball that would have

passed through me. I picked it out, put it in my pocket, and, after firing

sixty rounds of my own and a number of a wounded comrade’s cartridges, I came

off the field unhurt, and ready, but not anxious, for another fight.




 








The Heavy Costs of the Civil War









The total number of Americans killed in the Civil War is

greater than the combined total of Americans killed in all other wars. Between

650,000 and 850,000 soldiers died, plus about 50 thousand civilians. When you

include those we indirectly died because of the war, the number rises to about

1,150,000—roughly 3.7 percent of the nation’s population. It was also an

extremely expensive war that completely devastated the South, so much so that

the Southern states remain today among the poorest in the nation. The total

direct and indirect costs of the war are estimated at more than $15 billion—roughly

$24 trillion in today’s dollars. It was the worst disaster in American history.




If war had somehow been avoided, it’s likely legal slavery

would have soon disappeared in the South as it did throughout the rest of the

world.* And it probably would have done so

without the rise of the Ku-Klux-Klan-style hate groups, the tremendous number

of lynchings,† the Jim Crow laws, and the

resentment that still exists today.




......................................




* It should be noted that a small amount of legal

slavery still exists today in a few out of the way places, while illegal

slavery can be found in almost every country, including the United States.




† Between 1882 and 1903, 2,060 African Americans were lynched. It wasn’t until 1949 that an entire year went by without one African American lynching.




......................................




While there were well over three million slaves in America

when the Civil War began, less than twenty percent of the Southerners had

slaves, and most of them had just one or two. Only 8,000 landowners—or less

than 1/10th of one percent of the slave state populations—had fifty or more

slaves in 1850. Many poor Southern whites didn’t support the war as they felt

they’d only be fighting for the slave-owners, so the South added the narrative

that they were protecting the Southern way of life from invaders from the

North.




Slavery was harsher in the Caribbean, West Indies and South

America than in the South, which is not to say it wasn’t brutal in the South.

It was. Only 4.5 percent of all the slaves brought into the New World ended up

in the United States, the other 95.5 percent went to Latin American

plantations. Brazil alone received ten times as many slaves as the United

States But by the time of the Civil War, the United States had the world’s

largest slave population. The reason for this was that in Latin America, slaves

died faster than they were born, primarily because of disease. Still, slavery

disappeared in Latin America without armed conflict. Brazil was the last

country in the Western Hemisphere to abolish slavery and it did so in 1888. When

the Civil War began, slavery had already essentially vanished in Western Europe

and most of Latin America. England had abolished it almost thirty years

earlier.




Toward the end of the Civil War, many in the South were

talking about abolishing slavery in order to hold onto their independence. A

month before the war ended, Jefferson Davis authorized a diplomat to tell

Britain and France that the Confederacy would emancipate the slaves if they

would officially recognize the South's independence. At about the same time,

General Robert E. Lee told the Confederate Congress that African-Americans were

essential in order to win the war, so they authorized him to recruit up to

300,000 slaves into the army. Even the Jackson Mississippian ran an

editorial that said, “Let not slavery prove a barrier to our independence. If

it is found in the way—if it proves an insurmountable object of the achievement

of our liberty and separate nationality, away with it! Let it perish!" Of

course, by then it was too late.




If the Civil War hadn’t put an end to legal slavery in the United

States, the South would have held onto it until external pressures from the

rest of the United States and from foreign countries forced an end to it. It’s

something that couldn’t have survived into the modern age.




One of the results of the Civil War was that states’ rights

decreased while there was an increase in the powers of the federal government. Before

the war, you could say the country considered itself the United States

of America, whereas afterwards it became the United States of America. If

the war hadn’t occurred, it’s likely the two world wars would have drawn the

country together and increased the authority of the federal government to some

degree, but the states would be much more independent than they are today and

there would be a much smaller central government. The states would probably

handle most internal matters, while the federal government would most likely

focus primarily on foreign policy. On the other hand, globalization would have

forced the federal government to become larger.




But looking back at the state of affairs before the war, it

becomes clear that the Civil War was most likely unavoidable. The issue of

slavery had so polarized the nation that the two factions were bound to clash

violently, which they did for many years before the war. Unfortunately

decisions made when the country was formed ended up dividing the country

geographically into the North and South. Throughout the first eighty years of

the country’s history, the southern states—particularly Virginia—dominated

American politics. This rapidly changed in the 1850s with the rise of the then more-liberal

Republican Party, culminating in the election of President Lincoln. Convincing

themselves were about to become powerless, the then more-conservative Democrats

left Washington, D.C., for Richmond, Virginia, to create their own government

where they were in complete control. This was before Lincoln was even sworn

into office.




Lincoln couldn’t just hand over all the federal property in

the South and maintaining control of the Mississippi River—one of the two major

transport routes—was absolutely vital to U.S. interests.




Ultimately it was the inability of the two political parties

to negotiate or compromise that led to America’s worst disaster—a disaster that

might have been prevented if the politicians weren’t so pigheaded.*




......................................




* Much more detail on this can be found in my book, Commanding the

Storm.




......................................




 

















Battle of the


Monitor and the Merrimac









Actually, the USS Monitor never fought the CSS Merrimac.

The USS Merrimack* was a Union ship that

was set on fire and sunk when Northern forces abandoned the Norfolk Navy Yard

in 1861. She was later raised by the Confederates, covered with armor plating,

and rechristened as the CSS Virginia. So the famous sea battle was

actually the Battle of Monitor and the Virginia. It’s possible

the name of the battle was changed because some in the Union didn’t believe the

Confederacy had the right to change the name of a Northern ship, or it might

have been changed because “the Battle of the Monitor and the Merrimac”

just sounds better.




......................................




* While the name of the ship was spelled both with and without the “k”, official Navy records spell it with the “k”, but spelling it without is more

common today.




......................................




It’s not known when the first armored ships were built. The

ancient Greeks said they had one in the third century b.c. named the Syracusa

that had eight armored catapult turrets, a gymnasium, a pool, gardens and a

temple. It was sort of a combination luxury liner and superfreighter that could

carry 1,800 tons of wheat. The huge lead-plated ship, built under Archimedes’

supervision, was so big it could only enter one harbor; though they didn’t

realize this until after it was built. It made only one voyage—from Sicily to

Egypt, where it was given to Ptolemy of Alexandria as an oddity. The Koreans

also said they built an armored ship in 1592, but this has yet to be confirmed.

The French did build the ironclad Gloire in 1859 and the British had the

Warrior in 1860.




The Confederates quickly began experimenting with ironclads. The CSS Manassas

was a renamed and converted tug that successfully attacked Northern ships in

the Mississippi on October 12, 1861. The Union also had armored gunboats, which

they used to capture Fort Henry, Tennessee, on February 6, 1862.




  

[image: The deck of the Monitor.]




On the deck of the Monitor.


  




The Monitor/Virginia battle was the first

battle between two ironclads and was also one of the first between two ships

solely powered by steam. The battle came about because the Union established a

blockade against the South to prevent foreign shipping from providing aid to

the Confederacy. While most countries respected the blockade, it was still a

difficult task to close off more than 3,500 miles of coastline with a dozen

major ports and about two hundred smaller ones. Especially since the North only

had twenty vessels.




The CSS Virginia was the first of the two ships to be

built and usually it easily destroyed the wooden ships it went up against, so

the North built the USS Monitor specifically to take on the Virginia.

This was a small, more maneuverable vessel. The flat deck of this ship rose

just inches out of the water. Sitting on deck was the revolving gun turret,

which was roughly shaped like a large tin can. Some called it a “cheesebox on a

raft.” It had two guns and was entirely made of iron. The Virginia

carried ten guns inside its sloping armored shielding and has been described as

resembling “a floating barn roof.” The Virginia often attacked ships by

ramming them.




The famous battle between the ironclads was fought on March

9, 1862 and lasted five hours. The evening before the battle, the Monitor

had reached the grounded steam-frigate Minnesota, which had run aground

attempting to attack the Virginia. Here is a description of what it was

like to be inside the Monitor from Lieutenant William F. Keeler, the Monitor’s

acting paymaster.




As a light fog lifted from the water it revealed the Merrimac

with her consorts lying under Sewall’s Point. The announcement of breakfast

brought also the news that the Merrimac was coming, and our coffee was

forgotten.…








Like most Americans, Civil War soldiers loved to drink

liquor. If they couldn’t buy it, they made it. The ingredients in one Union

recipe for home brew were “bark juice, tar-water, turpentine, brown sugar,

lamp-oil and alcohol.” Sometimes the Confederates would drop some raw meat in

theirs and let it ferment for a month or so to give it “an old and mellow

taste.” The soldiers gave their rot-gut names like “Oh! Be Joyful,” “Bust-Head,”

“Pop Skull,” “Tanglefoot,” and “Nockum Stiff.”







Everyone on board of us was at his post, except the doctor

and myself, who having no place assigned us in the immediate working of the

ship were making the most of our time in taking a good look at our still

distant but approaching foe. A puff of smoke arose from her side and a shell

howled over our heads. Captain Worden, who was on deck, came up and said more

sternly than I ever heard him speak before, “Gentlemen, that is the Merrimac,

you had better go below.”




We did not wait [for] a second invitation but ascended the

tower and down the hatchway, Captain W. following. The iron hatch was closed

over the opening and all access to us cut off. As we passed down through the

turret the gunners were lifting a 175 lb. shot into the mouth of one of our

immense guns. “Send them that with our compliments, my lads,” says Captain W.




A few straggling rays of light found their way from the top of

the tower to the depths below which was dimly lighted by lanterns. Everyone was

at his post, fixed like a statue; the most profound silence reigned—if there

had been a coward heart there its throb would have been audible, so intense was

the stillness.




I experienced a peculiar sensation; I do not think it was fear,

but it was different from anything I ever knew before. We were enclosed in what

we supposed to be an impenetrable armor—we knew that a powerful foe was about

to meet us—ours was an untried experiment and our enemy’s first fire might make

it a coffin for us all.




Then we knew not how soon the attack would commence, or from

what direction it would come, for with the exception of those in the pilothouse

and one or two in the turret, no one of us could see her. The suspense

was awful as we waited in the dim light expecting every moment to hear the

crash of our enemy’s shot.




Soon came the report of a gun, then another and another at short

intervals, then a rapid discharge. Then a thundering broadside and the infernal

howl (I can’t give it a more appropriate name) of the shells as they flew over

our vessel was all that broke the silence and made it seem still more terrible.




Mr. Green says, “Paymaster, ask the Captain if I shall fire.” The

reply was, “Tell Mr. Green not to fire till I give the word, to be cool and

deliberate, to take sure aim and not waste a shot.”




O, what a relief it was, when at the word, the gun over my head

thundered out its challenge with a report which jarred our vessel, but it was

music to us all.…Until we fired, the Merrimac had taken no notice of

us, confining her attentions to the Minnesota. Our second shot struck

her and made the iron scales rattle on her side. She seemed for the first time

to be aware of our presence and replied to our solid shot with grape and

canister* which rattled on our iron decks like

hailstones.




......................................




* Grapeshot was a cluster of connected iron balls which was shot from a

cannon, while canister shot was a metal can filled with small shot and scrap

metal that scattered when fired.




......................................




One of the gunners in the turret could not resist the

temptation when the port was open for an instant to run out his head; he drew

it in with a broad grin. “Well,” says he, “the damned fools are firing canister

at us.”




The same silence was [again] enforced below that no order might

be lost or misunderstood.
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Painting of the battle between the USS Monitor and the

CSS Virginia.


  




The vessels were now sufficiently near to make our fire

effective, and our two heavy pieces were worked as rapidly as possible, every

shot telling—the intervals being filled by the howling of the shells around and

over us, which was now incessant.




The men at the guns had stripped themselves to their waists and

were covered with powder and smoke, the perspiration falling from them like

rain.




Below, we had no idea of the position of our unseen antagonist,

her mode of attack, or her distance from us, except what was made known through

the orders of the Captain…




The sounds of the conflict at this time were terrible. The

rapid firing of our own guns amid the clouds of smoke…mingled with the crash

of solid shot against our sides and the bursting of shells all around us. Two

men had been sent down from the turret, who were knocked senseless by balls

striking the outside of the turret while they happened to be in contact with

the inside.…




At this time a heavy shell struck the pilothouse—I was standing

near, waiting an order, heard the report which was unusually heavy, a flash of

light and a cloud of smoke filled the house. I noticed the Captain stagger and

put his hands to his eyes—I ran up to him and asked if he was hurt.




“My eyes,” says he. “I am blind.”




With the assistance of the surgeon I got him down and called

Lieut. Green from the turret. A number of us collected around him; the blood

was running from his face, which was blackened with the powder smoke. [A direct

hit had dislocated the top of house and driven splinters of iron into his

eyes.] He said, “Gentlemen, I leave it with you, do what you think best. I

cannot see, but do not mind me.”




The quartermaster at the wheel, as soon as Captain W. was hurt,

had turned from our antagonist and we were now some distance from her. We held

a hurried consultation and “fight” was the unanimous voice of all.




Lieut. Green took Captain W.’s position and our bow was again

pointed for the Merrimac. As we neared her she seemed inclined to haul

off and after a few more guns on each side, Mr. Green gave the order to stop

firing as she was out of range and hauling off. We did not pursue as we were

anxious to relieve Captain W. and have more done for him than could be done

aboard.




Our iron hatches were slid back and we sprang out on deck,

which was strewn with fragments of the fight. Our foe gave us a shell as a

parting fire which shrieked just over our heads and exploded about 100 feet

beyond us.




The battle ended in a draw. At one point the Virginia

rammed the Monitor and probably would have caused considerable damage if

the iron ram on her prow hadn’t been knocked off in battle the previous day.




The Monitor sank in a storm nine months later, while

the Virginia was scuttled a year after that when the Confederates fled

Norfolk. In 1862 and 1863, the Union ordered the construction of fifty-nine

more monitors—fourteen of which would have had two gun turrets—but only just

over half these were actually built. They fought successfully in many other battles.

The South also continued building ironclads.




Even the British and Italian navies built monitors of

varying sizes. Britian’s Roberts class of monitors was so large it

displaced 7,800 tons. Monitors were used in both World War I and World War II.


 








Love Letter from a Dead Man









During the Civil War, Major Sullivan Ballou of the 2nd Rhode

Island seemed to sense that he was about to die when he wrote to his wife in

Smithfield a week before he was killed in the battle known in the North as the

First Battle of Bull Run and in the South as the First Battle of Manassas. This

battle, which took place on July 21, 1861, was the first major land engagement

of the war. It’s very likely his wife didn’t receive this letter until after he

was dead.




July 14, 1861




Camp Clark, Washington




My very dear Sarah:




The Indications are very strong that we shall move in a few

days tomorrow. Lest I should not be able to write again, I feel impelled to

write a few lines that may fall under your eye when I shall be no more.…




I have no misgivings about, or lack of confidence in the cause

in which I am engaged, and my courage does not halt or falter. I know how

strongly American Civilization now leans on the triumph of the Government, and

how great a debt we owe to those who went before us through the blood and

sufferings of the Revolution. And I am willing—perfectly willing—to lay down

all my joys in this life, to help maintain this Government, and to pay that

debt…




Sarah my love for you is deathless, it seems to bind me with

mighty cables that nothing but Omnipotence could break; and yet my love of

Country comes over me like a strong wind and bears me unresistibly on with all

these chains to the battle field.




The memories of the blissful moments I have spent with you come

creeping over me, and I feel most gratified to God and to you that I have

enjoyed them so long. And hard it is for me to give them up and burn to ashes

the hopes of future years, when, God willing we might still have lived and

loved together, and seen our sons grown up to honorable manhood, around us. I

have, I know, but few and small claims upon Divine Providence, but something

whispers to me—perhaps it is the wafted prayer of my little Edgar, that I shall

return to my loved ones unharmed. If I do not my dear Sarah, never forget how

much I love you, and when my last breath escapes me on the battle field, it

will whisper your name. Forgive my many faults, and the many pains I have

caused you. How thoughtless and foolish I have often times been! How gladly

would I wash out with my tears every little spot upon your happiness.…




But, O Sarah! if the dead can come back to this earth and flit

unseen around those they loved, I shall always be near you; In the gladdest

days and in the darkest nights…always, always, and if there be

a soft breeze upon your cheek, it shall be my breath, as the cool air fans your

throbbing temple, it shall be my spirit passing by. Sarah do not mourn me dead;

think I am gone and wait for thee, for we shall meet again.…




 

















Human Sacrifice


at a Viking Funeral









For several centuries, the Vikings were the scourge of Europe.

Every spring they would set forth in their ships for foreign shores where they

would plunder, pillage, and conquer with a savage devotion. Their courage was

bolstered by their war gods, Odin and Thor. While at first they were little

more than pirates, by the ninth century they were launching full-fledged

invasions. They devastated cities and villages, demonstrating an enthusiasm for

burning monasteries and cathedrals, along with a particular passion for

slaughtering priests and nuns. At that time a large portion of Europe’s

treasure was in its churches, and the pagan Vikings seemed to delight in

raiding them. On the positive side, they did help spark the economic revival

that led Europe out of the Dark Ages by putting much of Europe’s wealth back

into circulation.




These reckless marauders, with names like Harald Bluetooth,

Halfdan the Black, Eric Bloodax, and Ivar the Boneless, sacked most of Europe’s

cities at one time or another. Simeon of Durham, who witnessed the Viking raid

on Lindisfarne in a.d. 793, said, “The pagans arrived like stinging hornets and

spreading on all sides like fearful wolves, robbed, tore, and slaughtered not

only beasts of burden, but even priests and monks and nuns. They came to the

church at Lindisfarne and destroyed everything. Some of them polluted the holy

places. Their mouths frothed, their eyes stared, they howled like wild beasts.”

One Viking had the nickname “The Children’s Man” because he took great pleasure

in tossing the babies of his victims in the air, catching them with the point

of his spear. By the end of the tenth century, their reach stretched from

Persia to Africa and even west to North America.




For seamen who reveled in their adventurous excursions, it

seems logical they would associate their ships with the afterlife journey into

the netherworld. And that they did. The bodies of the deceased were either

buried on land in a ship or a ship was used as a funeral pyre. For burials, the

ship could be an actual one or just an outline of a ship made of stones. The

method was probably determined by the person’s occupation, status, and wealth.




In a moment, we will take a look at an eyewitness account of

one of these fiery funerals—with its human sacrifice—that is as dramatic as the

Vikings’ lives were, but in order to gain some insight into what they were

doing, we must first understand their beliefs.




As with most peoples, the Vikings’ funeral practices were

closely tied with their religion—the Vanir cult. The Vanir were fertility

deities; the best known of which were Odin, Thor, and Freyr. The Vanir were not

concerned with justice or morality. Their world was not split into good and

evil. Instead, their focus was on power and bringing new life into the world. In

the ancient world, life bringing deities were often worshipped with orgies and

sacrifices. With modern Western culture’s Puritan background and problems with

overpopulation, it is difficult for us to visualize a culture where morality

takes a backseat to fertility, but in a harsh world where most infants don’t

survive childhood and where many adults die in battle, worshipping amoral

fertility gods and goddesses becomes more understandable. While the Nordic

religion developed during centuries of limited population, it was actually the

eventual overpopulation that forced the Vikings launch their onslaught on

Europe. By then, their religion was deeply rooted.




The reverence of fertility also carried over into their

funeral rites. Animals associated with fertility deities—such as horses, pigs

and birds—were sacrificed at a funeral. Their remains are found at the sites of

the Viking ship burials in Norway and Sweden. Seed corn, hazelnuts and apples,

which are typical symbols of fruitfulness, have also been found.




Myths also associate mead with Odin, the god of the dead. Mead

is a liquor made from honey, malt, and spices. It was by stealing mead from

some dwarves that Odin passed the gift of oratory and poetic inspiration to the

gods and men. The Vikings considered mead to be a magic drink. While some

cults—like those of Thor and the Vanir—were more widespread and involved the

whole community, the cult of Odin was primarily restricted to the aristocracy.




Every nine years, the Vikings in Sweden flocked to Uppsala for

a special religious festival. In the eleventh century, Adam of Bremen wrote, “Of

every living thing that is male, they offer nine heads, with the blood of which

it is customary to placate gods of this sort. The bodies they hang in the

sacred grove that adjoins the temple. Now this grove is so sacred in the eyes

of the heathen that each and every tree in it is believed divine because of the

death or putrefaction of the victims. Even dogs and horses hang there with men.”




Sacrifice was also closely associated with Odin. He is the

one who conducts the deceased into the netherworld, either in person or through

his messengers, the Valkyries. So that he could gain the knowledge for gods and

men, Odin himself was sacrificed by being stabbed by a spear while he was hung

from a tree; thus, the sacrifice of humans and animals by piercing and

strangulation was often part of religious ceremonies involving him. The human

sacrifices at funerals were usually the wife of the deceased or slaves who

volunteered for the privilege and treated like royalty or deities up until the

day of the funeral. The idea was that they would serve their master on his

journey to Valhalla. Likewise, the deceased’s choicest possessions were burned

or buried with him to assist him in his travels.




Many of these images and practices appear in the description

of a Viking funeral by an envoy from the Caliph of Baghdad named Ibn Fadlan. His

account was translated by A.S. Cook in 1923 and appeared in the Journal of

English and German Philology. This funeral was for the chief of the Rus,

who were the Viking settlers in Russia. It was performed on the Volga River in a.d.

922. The Volga was a primary Viking trading route that ran from Sweden to

Baghdad.




I was told that the least of what they do for their chiefs

when they die, is to consume them with fire. When I was finally informed of the

death of one of their magnates, I sought to witness what befell. First they

laid him in his grave—over which a roof was erected—for the space of ten days,

until they had completed the cutting and sewing of his clothes. In the case of

a poor man, however, they merely build for him a boat, in which they place him,

and consume it with fire. At the death of a rich man, they bring together his

goods, and divide them into three parts. The first of these is for his family;

the second is expended for the garments they make; and with the third they

purchase strong drink, against the day when the girl resigns herself to death,

and is burned with her master. To the use of wine they abandon themselves in

mad fashion, drinking it day and night; and not seldom does one die with the

cup in his hand.




When one of their chiefs dies, his family asks his girls and

pages, “Which one of you will die with him?” Then one of them answers, “I.” From

the time that he utters this word, he is no longer free: should he wish to draw

back, he is not permitted. For the most part, however, it is the girls that

offer themselves. So, when the man of whom I spoke had died, they asked his

girls, “Who will die with him?” One of them answered, “I.” She was then

committed to two girls, who were to keep watch over her, accompany her wherever

she went, and even, on occasion, wash her feet. The people now began to occupy

themselves with the dead man—to cut out the clothes for him, and to prepare

whatever else was needful. During the whole of this period, the girl gave

herself over to drinking and singing, and was cheerful and gay.




When the day was now come that the dead man and the girl were

to be committed to the flames, I went to the river in which his ship lay, but

found that it had already been drawn ashore. Four corner‑blocks of birch

and other woods had been placed in position for it, while around were stationed

large wooden figures in the semblance of human beings. Thereupon the ship was

brought up, and placed on the timbers above‑mentioned. In the meantime

the people began to walk to and fro, uttering words which I did not understand.

The dead man, meanwhile, lay at a distance in his grave, from which they had

not yet removed him. Next they brought a couch, placed it in the ship, and

covered it with Greek cloth of gold, wadded and quilted, with pillows of the

same material. There came an old crone, whom they call the angel of death, and

spread the articles mentioned on the couch. It was she who attended to the

sewing of the garments, and to all the equipment; it was she, also, who was to

slay the girl. I saw her; she was dark, thick‑set, with a lowering

countenance.




When they came to the grave, they removed the earth from the

wooden roof, set the latter aside, and drew out the dead man in the loose

wrapper in which he had died. Then I saw that he had turned quite black, by

reason of the coldness of that country. Near him in the grave they had placed

strong drink, fruits, and a lute; and these they now took out. Except for his

color, the dead man had not changed. They now clothed him in drawers, leggings,

boots, and a kurtak and chaftan of cloth of gold, with golden

buttons, placing on his head a cap made of cloth of gold, trimmed with sable. Then

they carried him into a tent placed in the ship, seated him on the wadded and

quilted covering, supported him with the pillows, and, bringing strong drink,

fruits, and basil, placed them all beside him. Then they brought a dog, which

they cut in two, and threw into the ship; laid all his weapons beside him; and

led up two horses, which they chased until they were dripping with sweat,

whereupon they cut them in pieces with their swords, and threw the flesh into

the ship. Two oxen were then brought forward, cut in pieces, and flung into the

ship. Finally they brought a cock and a hen, killed them, and threw them in

also.








Like the rest of the world at that time, the Vikings were

very cruel. One of the ways they killed royalty or leaders captured in battle

or who fell out of favor was by a hideous method called “the blood eagle.” Viking

accounts say the victim’s back was split open and his blood-covered lungs were

lifted out so that they flapped around like a pair of wings as he struggled to

take his last breaths. Some today suspect these accounts are myths, but in 2022

scientists examined this in detail and concluded, “"There is no

possibility that a victim would have remained alive throughout the procedure.…It is clear that a victim undergoing a ‘full’ blood eagle would have died long

before their ribs could have been formed into the shape of wings and their

lungs externalized.”







The girl who had devoted herself to death meanwhile walked

to and fro, entering one after another of the tents which they had there. The

occupant of each tent lay with her, saying, “Tell your master, ‘I [the man] did

this only for love of you.’”




When it was now Friday afternoon, they led the girl to an

object which they had constructed, and which looked like the framework of a

door. She then placed her feet on the extended hands of the men, was raised up

above the framework, and uttered something in her language, whereupon they let

her down. Then again they raised her, and she did as at first. Once more they

let her down, and then lifted her a third time, while she did as at the

previous times. They then handed her a hen, whose head she cut off and threw

away; but the hen itself they cast into the ship. I inquired of the interpreter

what it was that she had done. He replied: “The first time she said, ‘Lo, I see

here my father and mother’; the second time, ‘Lo, now I see all my deceased

relatives sitting’; the third time, ‘Lo, there is my master, who is sitting in

Paradise. Paradise is so beautiful, so green. With him are his men and boys. He

calls me, so bring me to him.’” Then they led her away to the ship.




Here she took off her two bracelets, and gave them to the old

woman who was called the angel of death, and who was to murder her. She also

drew off her two anklets, and passed them to the two serving‑maids, who

were the daughters of the so‑called angel of death. Then they lifted her

into the ship, but did not yet admit her to the tent. Now men came up with

shields and staves, and handed her a cup of strong drink. This she took, sang

over it, and emptied it. “With this,” so the interpreter told me, “she is

taking leave of those who are dear to her.” Then another cup was handed her,

which she also took, and began a lengthy song. The crone admonished her to

drain the cup without lingering, and to enter the tent where her master lay. By

this time, as it seemed to me, the girl had become dazed; she made as though

she would enter the tent, and had brought her head forward between the tent and

the ship, when the hag seized her by the head, and dragged her in. At this

moment the men began to beat upon their shields with the staves, in order to

drown the noise of her outcries, which might have terrified the other girls,

and deterred them from seeking death with their masters in the future. Then six

men followed into the tent, and each and every one had carnal companionship

with her. Then they laid her down by her master’s side, while two of the men

seized her by the feet, and two by the hands. The old woman known as the angel

of death now knotted a rope around her neck, and handed the ends to two of the

men to pull. Then with a broad‑bladed dagger she smote her between the

ribs, and drew the blade forth, while the two men strangled her with the rope

till she died.




The next of kin to the dead man now drew near, and, taking a

piece of wood, lighted it, and walked backwards towards the ship, holding the

stick in one hand, with the other placed upon his buttocks (he being naked),

until the wood which had been piled under the ship was ignited. Then the others

came up with staves and firewood, each one carrying a stick already lighted at

the upper end, and threw it all on the pyre. The pile was soon aflame, then the

ship, finally the tent, the man, and the girl, and everything else in the ship.

A terrible storm began to blow up, and this intensified the flames, and gave

wings to the blaze.




The Viking funeral that was witnessed by Ibn Fadlan was

dramatized in the movie The 13th Warrior, with Antonio Bandaras starring

as Ibn Fadlan, though they depicted the funeral in a much less graphic fashion.




 

















Walt Whitman and


President Lincoln’s Assassination









Walt Whitman (1819-1892) is considered one of America’s

greatest poets, primarily for Leaves of Grass which was published in

1855. During the Civil War he worked as a volunteer nurse in Army hospitals in

Washington D.C. He was then given a job as a clerk in the Indian Department. He

often saw Lincoln on the streets of Washington. While he wasn’t actually in the

audience of Ford’s Theater on the night when President Lincoln was

assassinated, a close friend of his—Peter Doyle—was. He took this witness’s

statement and wrote this brilliant and striking account of what happened. It

was published in his Memoranda During the War (1875). The assassination

also inspired one of Whitman’s most popular poems, “O Captain, My Captain.”




The day, April 14, 1865, seems to have been a pleasant one

throughout the whole land—the moral atmosphere pleasant too the long storm, so

dark, so fratricidal, full of blood and doubt and gloom, over and ended at last

by the sunrise of such an absolute National victory, and utter breaking down of

Secessionism—we almost doubted our own senses! Lee had capitulated beneath the

apple-tree of Appomattox. The other armies, the flanges of the revolt, swiftly

followed…And could it really be, then? Out of all the affairs of this world

of woe and passion, of failure and disorder and dismay, was there really come

the confirmed, unerring sign of plan, like a shaft of pure light—of rightful

rule—of God?…So the day, as I say, was propitious. Early herbage, early

flowers, were out. (I remember where I was stopping at the time, the season

being advanced, there were many lilacs in full bloom. By one of those caprices

that enter and give tinge to events without being at all a part of them, I find

myself always reminded of the great tragedy of that day by the sight and odor

of these blossoms. It never fails.)




But I must not dwell on accessories. The deed hastens. The

popular afternoon paper of Washington, the little Evening Star, had

spattered all over its third page, divided among the advertisements in a

sensational manner in a hundred different places, The President and his Lady

will be at the Theater this evening…(Lincoln was fond of the theater. I

have myself seen him there several times. I remember thinking how funny it was

that He, in some respects, the leading actor in the greatest and stormiest

drama known to real history’s stage, through centuries, should sit there and be

so completely interested and absorbed in those human jackstraws, moving about

with their silly little gestures, foreign spirit, and flatulent text.)




On this occasion the theater was crowded, many ladies in rich

and gay costumes, officers in their uniforms, many well-known citizens, young

folks, the usual clusters of gas-lights, the usual magnetism of so many people,

cheerful, with perfumes, music of violins and flutes—(and over all, and

saturating all, that vast vague wonder, Victory, the Nation’s Victory,

the triumph of the Union, filling the air, the thought, the sense, with

exhilaration more than all perfumes.)




The President came betimes, and, with his wife, witnessed the

play, from the large stage-boxes of the second tier, two thrown into one, and

profusely draped with the National flag. The acts and scenes of the piece—one

of those singularly written compositions which have at least the merit of

giving entire relief to an audience engaged in mental action or business

excitements and cares during the day, as it makes not the slightest call on

either the moral, emotional, aesthetic, or spiritual nature—a piece, (Our

American Cousin) in which, among other characters, so called, a Yankee,

certainly such a one as was never seen, or the least like it ever seen, in

North America, is introduced in England, with a varied fol-de-rol of talk,

plot, scenery, and such phantasmagoria as goes to make up a modern popular

drama—had progressed through perhaps a couple of its acts, when in the midst of

this comedy, or tragedy, or non-such, or whatever it is to be called, and to

off-set it or finish it out, as if in Nature’s and the Great Muse’s mockery of

those poor mimes, comes interpolated that Scene, not really or exactly to be

described at all (for on the many hundreds who were there it seems to this hour

to have left little but a passing blur, a dream, a blotch)—and yet partially to

be described as I now proceed to give it…There is a scene in the play

representing a modern parlor, in which two unprecedented English ladies are informed

by the unprecedented and impossible Yankee that he is not a man of fortune, and

therefore undesirable for marriage-catching purposes; after which, the comments

being finished, the dramatic trio make exit, leaving the stage clear for a

moment. There was a pause, a hush as it were. At this period came the murder of

Abraham Lincoln. Great as that was, with all its manifold train, circling round

it, and stretching into the future for many a century, in the politics,

history, art, of the New World, in point of fact the main thing, the actual

murder, transpired with the quiet and simplicity of any commonest

occurrence—the bursting of a bud or pod in the growth of vegetation, for

instance. Through the general hum following the stage pause, with the change of

positions, came the muffled sound of a pistol shot, which not one hundredth

part of the audience heard at the time—and yet a moment’s hush—somehow, surely

a vague startled thrill—and then, through the ornamented, draperied, starred

and striped space-way of the President’s box, a sudden figure, a man raises

himself with hands and feet, stands a moment on the railing, leaps below to the

stage (a distance of perhaps fourteen or fifteen feet) falls out of position,

catching his boot-heel in the copious drapery (the American flag), falls on one

knee, quickly recovers himself, rises as if nothing had happened (he really

sprains his ankle, but unfelt then)—and so the figure, Booth, the murderer,

dressed in plain black broadcloth, bare-headed, with a full head of glossy,

raven hair, and his eyes like some mad animal’s flashing with light and

resolution, yet with a certain strange calmness, holds aloft in one hand a

large knife—walks along not much back from the footlights—turns fully toward

the audience his face of statuesque beauty, lit by those basilisk eyes,

flashing with desperation, perhaps insanity—launches out in a firm and steady

voice the words, Sic semper tyrannis [the motto of Virginia which means “thus

always to tyrants”]—and then walks with neither slow nor very rapid pace

diagonally across to the back of the stage, and disappears…(Had not all this

terrible scene making the mimic ones preposterous—had it not all been

rehearsed, in blank, by Booth, beforehand?)








Approximately ten percent of America’s presidents have been

assassinated—Lincoln (1865), Garfield (1881), McKinley (1901), and Kennedy

(1963). In addition, assassination attempts were made on another twenty

percent: George Washington (1776, though not yet president, he was the country’s

commander-in-chief), Jackson (1835), Lincoln (1861 and 1864), Chester Arthur (1881

and 1888), William Harrison (1890), William Taft (1909), Theodore Roosevelt (twice

in 1903, and in 1912 while campaigning for a third term), Herbert Hoover

(1928), Franklin Roosevelt (1933 as president elect, and 1943), Truman (1950),

Nixon (1974), Ford (twice in 1975, both times by women), Reagan (1981), Clinton

(1993 in an attempt instigated by Osama Bin Laden), George W. Bush (2005), and

Trump (2017 by forklift). Undoubtedly there were other attempts that have been

hushed up. Between 1900 and 1980 there were thirty-two major assassinations in

the United States.







A moment’s hush, incredulous—a scream—the cry of Murder—Mrs.

Lincoln leaning out of the box, with ashy cheeks and lips, with involuntary

cry, pointing to the retreating figure, He has killed the President…And

still a moment’s strange, incredulous suspense and then the deluge!—then that

mixture of horror, noises, uncertainty—(the sound, somewhere back, of a horse’s

hoofs clattering with speed)—the people burst through chairs and railings, and

break them up—that noise adds to the queerness of the scene—there is

inextricable confusion and terror—women faint—quite feeble persons fall, and

are trampled on—many cries of agony are heard—the broad stage suddenly fills to

suffocation with a dense and motley crowd, like some horrible carnival—the

audience rush generally upon it—at least the strong men do—the actors and

actresses are all there in their play costumes and painted faces, with mortal

fright showing through the rouge, some trembling—some in tears—the screams and

calls, confused talk redoubled, trebled—two or three manage to pass up water

from the stage to the President’s box—others try to clamber up—etc., etc., etc.




In the midst of all this, the soldiers of the President’s

Guard, with others, suddenly drawn to the scene, burst in—(some two hundred

altogether)—they storm the house, through all the tiers, especially the upper

ones, inflamed with fury, literally charging the audience with fixed bayonets,

muskets and pistols, shouting Clear out! clear out! you sons of bitches…Such

the wild scene, or a suggestion of it rather, inside the playhouse that night.




Outside, too, in the atmosphere of shock and craze, crowds of

people, filled with frenzy, ready to seize any outlet for it, come near

committing murder several times on innocent individuals. One such case was

especially exciting. The infuriated crowd, through some chance, got started

against one man, either for words he uttered, or perhaps without any cause at

all, and were proceeding at once to actually hang him on a neighboring

lamp-post, when he was rescued by a few heroic policemen, who placed him in

their midst and fought their way slowly and amid great peril toward the Station

House…It was a fitting episode of the whole affair. The crowd rushing and

eddying to and fro—the night, the yells, the pale faces, many frightened people

trying in vain to extricate themselves—the attacked man, not yet freed from the

jaws of death, looking like a corpse—the silent resolute half-dozen policemen,

with no weapons but their little clubs, yet stern and steady through all those

eddying swarms—made indeed a fitting side-scene to the grand tragedy of the

murder…They gained the Station House with the protected man, whom they placed

in security for the night, and discharged him in the morning.




And in the midst of that night-pandemonium of senseless hate,

infuriated soldiers, the audience and the crowd—the stage, and all its actors

and actresses, its paint-pots, spangles, and gas-lights—the life-blood from

those veins, the best and sweetest of the land, drips slowly down, and death’s

ooze already begins its little bubbles on the lips…Such, hurriedly sketched,

were the accompaniments of the death of President Lincoln. So suddenly and in

murder and horror unsurpassed he was taken from us. But his death was painless.




Major Henry Rathbone was a witness who was even closer to

the action. He and his fiancée (who was also his stepsister) had gone to the

theater with the President and his wife and they were all seated together in

the Presidential Box when it happened. The following account was part of the

testimony he gave at trial of the conspirators. Though it lacks Whitman’s

polished style, it does provide another glimpse into what happened from someone

who was much closer to the action.




When the second scene of the third act was being performed, and

while I was intently observing the proceeding upon the stage, with my back

toward the door, I heard the discharge of a pistol behind me, and, looking

round, saw through the smoke a man between the door and the President. The

distance from the door to where the President sat was about four feet. At the

same time I heard the man shout some word, which I thought was “Freedom!” I

instantly sprang toward him and seized him. He wrested himself from my grasp,

and made a violent thrust at my breast with a large knife. I parried the blow

by striking it up, and received a wound several inches deep in my left arm, between

the elbow and the shoulder. The orifice of the wound was about an inch and a

half in length, and extended upward toward the shoulder several inches

[underneath the flesh]. The man rushed to the front of the box, and I

endeavored to seize him again, but only caught his clothes as he was leaping

over the railing of the box. The clothes, as I believe, were torn in the

attempt to hold, him. As he went over upon the stage, I cried out, “Stop that

man.” I then turned to the President; his position was not changed; his head

was slightly bent forward, and his eyes were closed. I saw that he was

unconscious, and, supposing him mortally wounded, rushed to the door for the

purpose of calling medical aid.




Gideon Wells, the Secretary of the Navy, wrote in his diary:




The President had been carried across the street from the

theater, to the house of a Mr. Peterson. We entered by ascending a flight of

steps above the basement and passing through a long hall to the rear, where the

President lay extended on a bed, breathing heavily.…I inquired of Dr.

H.[all], as I entered, the true condition of the President. He replied the

President was dead to all intents, although he might live three hours or

perhaps longer.




The giant sufferer lay extended diagonally across the bed…His

slow, full respiration lifted the clothes with each breath that he took. His

features were calm and striking. I had never seen them appear to better

advantage than for the first hour, perhaps, that I was there. After that, his

right eye began to swell and that part of his face became discolored.…[About

seven hours later] The respiration of the President became suspended at

intervals, and at last entirely ceased at twenty-two minutes past seven.




  

[image: Lincoln in his coffin.]




President Lincoln lying in state in New York’s City Hall.

This is the only known photograph of him after his death. His wife insisted

there be no photos and this one was almost destroyed, but it was saved by Secretary

of State William Steward.


  




Before this fatal night, there were at least two other

attempts to take Lincoln’s life.* Since he

ordered that they not be publicized, few people are aware of them. While he was

riding home alone one night in 1861, a man shot at him from less than fifty yards

away. That bullet missed, but a second assassination attempt in August 1864

came much closer, with the bullet piercing his stovepipe hat. Unfortunately,

this time he wasn’t so lucky.




......................................




* I have one book that says there were over eighty abortive plots and

attempts on his life. Unfortunately, it gives no further information.




......................................




Lincoln seems to have sensed that something was going to

happen to him. He once said, “I feel a presentiment that I shall not outlast

the rebellion. When it is over, my work is done.”
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