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Introduction


Red Cloud’s War, also called the Powder River War or the Bozeman War, was fought in the northwestern United States between 1866 and 1868. It was one in a series of conflicts between the United States and the indigenous peoples of North America over autonomy and land. The U.S. wished to support white Americans’ (the descendants of European migrants and newly arrived Europeans) unbridled desire for land and wealth, while the native nations fought to maintain their way of life.


Specifically, Red Cloud’s War was fought by the Lakota (a division of the Sioux people), Cheyenne, and Arapaho nations. Red Cloud was himself a member of the Lakota tribe (a division known as the Oglala), and although there were many important leaders in the conflict, he was the undisputed head. He and his people had inhabited the Powder River Country, which is located in the American Great Plains in the present-day state of Wyoming, for many decades before white Americans began migrating through it and onto it.


Red Cloud and his warriors were successful in this conflict. They managed to defeat the U.S. Army despite far inferior weapons, forcing them to abandon the Bozeman Trail, which ran through their territory in the Powder River Country. They had several advantages over their opponents, which included knowledge of the terrain. They also utilized guerilla tactics, for which the U.S. Army was not well-prepared to meet, being used to larger-scale battles.


Another factor in favor of the native warriors was the fact that in 1866, the U.S. Army was weary from fighting the American Civil War. While the military maintained a presence and engaged in many conflicts in the west against native peoples between 1861 and 1865, there was no doubt that the war in the east had taken its toll. In addition, the United States government needed to allocate resources away from the military budget toward rebuilding, as well as completing the transcontinental railroad, which was perpetually under threat of Indian sabotage. Both of these factors weakened the United States in Red Cloud’s War.


Ultimately, however, the Lakota and their allies would be unable to maintain control over the Powder River Country. It was permanently lost to the native peoples during the Great Sioux War, which ended in 1877. That would not be the end of warfare in the region, though; the Johnson County War erupted in 1889.


While Red Cloud himself would eventually come to abandon the use of armed conflict against the United States in favor of negotiating, indigenous peoples have fought—in one way or another—for their way of life all the way into the present, making Red Cloud’s War directly relevant to today.


A note on terminology: several terms are used throughout this narrative to refer to the people who inhabited the Americas before the arrival of Europeans and their descendants. These include indigenous peoples/nations, native peoples/nations, Indians, and Native Americans, as well as individual tribal names. Wherever possible, the most specific designation is typically used. These terms are considered acceptable and correct at the time of publication.




Chapter One


The Indigenous Nations of North America


“The land is sacred. These words are at the core of your being. The land is our mother, the rivers our blood. Take our land away and we die.”


—Mary Brave Bird, member of the Lakota tribe


Red Cloud’s War took place almost one hundred years after the formation of the United States of America and more than three hundred years after the first Europeans arrived on North American shores. Nonetheless, it is important to look back at the long history of the relationship between Europeans and their descendants and the indigenous peoples of North America in order to understand Red Cloud’s War.


Sustained permanent contact between the Americas and Europe was initiated in 1492 with Christopher Columbus’s accidental landing in the Caribbean. From thereon, European powers raced to secure colonies in the New World. Unfortunately for them, these lands were already densely populated. Europeans quickly forgot any intentions to co-exist peacefully and came to view the native nations of the Americas as obstacles to overcome. Europe had already begun to develop ideas about racial superiority, believing themselves to be of higher intelligence and inherently better. They viewed the native peoples of the New World as “others” and believed that they had the right to subjugate them.


These ideas of superiority were bolstered by religion. Nearly all Europeans during the age of colonization were Christians, a proselytizing religion. At this time, leadership in the Christian world held that non-Christians were backward and in need of saving through conversion. Thus, for the European colonizers, the indigenous peoples of the New World were not only racially inferior, but they were also in eternal peril and did not even know how desperately they needed the religion of their oppressors. Religious differences were sometimes used to justify warfare and enslavement by Europeans against the Indians. In reality, though, it is important to remember that even without religion, or if all Indians had immediately converted, Europeans would likely have still found reasons to oppress native populations as they desperately wanted their lands and riches.


Perhaps more drastic than infringements on their human rights were the impacts of new diseases on indigenous peoples. Illnesses like influenza, measles, and especially smallpox decimated the native population, beginning with the first contact. Native Americans had never been exposed to these illnesses, so they had no immunity to them and were incredibly susceptible to these highly contagious germs.

