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Praise for Heather Cox Richardson’s  Wounded Knee

“In this provocative history Heather Cox Richardson traces the close linkages among late-nineteenth century politics, the West, and the horrendous Wounded Knee incident of 1890-91. No previous study has uncovered the full political account the author provides in this thorough, convincing volume.”

—RICHARD W. ETULAIN,
 author of Beyond the Missouri:
 The Story of the American West


 


“With a mastery that brings even her bit players to life, Heather Cox Richardson has given us a fresh and vivid account of the greed, partisan politics, prejudice, and butchery that led to the massacre at Wounded Knee. The result is a superb book, history at its very best.”

—LEONARD L. RICHARDS,
 author of The California Gold Rush
 and the Coming of the Civil War


 


“Heather Cox Richardson explodes the myth that the tragedy at Wounded Knee was simply an unfortunate accident or an outgrowth of cross-cultural misunderstandings on the frontier. Instead, she proves that the massacre emerged out of misguided federal Indian policies and, above all else, partisan politics. The story is chilling. You’ll want to put it down, but because it’s so well told here, you won’t be able to.”

—ARI KELMAN,
 Associate Professor of History at
 the University of California, Davis,
 and author of A River and Its City:
 The Nature of Landscape in New Orleans
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INTRODUCTION

“The Sun Shone Forth Bright and Clear”

 



 



 



 




ON SUNDAY, DECEMBER 28, 1890, novice Nebraska newspaper reporter William Fitch Kelley wrote with a light heart from an army camp on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. The Indian trouble of the last year was “practically ended,” he explained to the readers of the Nebraska State Journal. The day had dawned beautifully, and “the sun shone forth bright and clear upon the camp of the Seventh Cavalry on Wounded Knee Creek.”1


Relief pervaded the camp. Since mid-November, troops from as far away as Kansas and New Mexico had come to South Dakota to prevent an uprising of Sioux warriors. This had been the largest military mobilization of the U.S. Army since the Civil War, involving fully a third of the army. About nine thousand soldiers had moved to South Dakota; of those, about five thousand had been stationed at the Pine Ridge agency.2


Their arrival had panicked a number of the Sioux. When the soldiers had marched in, a band of thousands of Sioux warriors and their families had stampeded from their homes and holed up at a place called the Stronghold in the Badlands to the northwest. The soldiers had waited uneasily for weeks to see if the Badlands Sioux would fight or surrender. Indians and army scouts had made a number of forays from Pine Ridge to the Badlands to negotiate, and on this bright Sunday morning, reports had finally begun to indicate that the Badlands Sioux would come in to the Pine Ridge agency to surrender.

Only about a week before, another band had suddenly drawn the army’s attention. Far to the north, on the Cheyenne River Reservation, a single group of about three hundred Minneconjou Sioux had been moving under army escort toward a fort where they would be held until things resolved in the Badlands. Unexpectedly, during the night of December 23, they slipped away from the officer in charge of delivering them to the fort and escaped south. These Minneconjous followed an old chief named Big Foot, well known as a cooperative negotiator, but also suspected of being hostile to the government. No one knew quite what the Minneconjous were up to in their flight, but officers had assumed the worst—that they were plotting to join the fighters in the Badlands and start a war.

In fact, the Minneconjous were not going to the Badlands. They were on their way to the Pine Ridge agency. The Indians at Pine Ridge had invited Big Foot to bring his negotiating skills there to help to calm the tensions between the Badlands Sioux, the reservation Indians, the army, and the government agents. The Minneconjous had decided to take up this invitation when rumor had reached them that they would be imprisoned if they stayed at Cheyenne River. They were worried about running from their army escort, but more worried that they were walking into a trap. Famous Oglala leader Red Cloud was at Pine Ridge, and they gambled that he could protect them from the army.

Army officers, anxious to make sure that Big Foot’s people could not join the warriors in the Stronghold, sent a detachment from Pine Ridge to intercept them whenever they could be found. Following orders, the soldiers moved about eighteen miles from the agency to Wounded Knee Creek. They had arrived at the Wounded Knee settlement two days before and pitched their tents, hammering iron tent pegs in straight lines across the unbroken land. They set up camp near the trader’s store and post office that were tucked into the sloping prairies under a few twisted cottonwoods.3


The settlement was typical of those scattered across sparsely inhabited South Dakota. It took its name from the nearby Wounded Knee Creek, which flowed into the White River on the southwestern edge of South Dakota near the Nebraska border. In this part of the new state, the dry ground was carved by dozens of long, shallow creeks that meandered through the region’s gentle hills before draining into larger  rivers. Those rivers in turn poured into the mighty Missouri, which commanded the center of the state as it wandered from its northern roots to the southern border and beyond. With its bright white tents and its straight lines, the army camp squatted awkwardly on the rolling land. There the soldiers settled in, reluctantly accepting that they might be facing a long winter campaign.

But the troops had been at Wounded Knee only a day or so when important news arrived from the Pine Ridge agency. On the morning of December 28, the officers at Wounded Knee had received reports that the Badlands Sioux were coming in to army headquarters. This would effectively end the threat of a shooting war that had loomed for the past six weeks.4


The troops who had been sent to Wounded Knee Creek rejoiced at the end of the standoff, but the morning was otherwise dull. They hung around and waited for scouts to locate the band of Minneconjou Sioux they had been sent to intercept. They performed the circle of their duties, then killed time as the chill prairie wind stirred the dust the army horses had churned up on the little-used road to the settlement. They likely speculated on where Big Foot’s band might be and on when the Indian troubles would be settled, so they might be able to go back to their home army posts.

South Dakota was a strange place to most of these men. Many were soldiers from the Seventh Cavalry, General George A. Custer’s old regiment, stationed since the 1880s in Kansas. Others were from even farther south and west. South Dakota might have sounded romantic in Custer’s accounts of exploring it fifteen years before, but men used to warmer regions with their forests, milder climates, and bustling cities found the state cold and isolated and inhospitable.5


 



Most of the press corps covering the Sioux troubles had elected to stay back at the Pine Ridge agency waiting for the surrender of the Badlands Sioux, but Kelley and two others were tired of the boredom of an inactive army camp. They had made the trip to Wounded Knee Creek with the glamorous Seventh Cavalry to wait until someone found Big Foot’s people.

Their initiative had paid off. According to Kelley’s account of the next two days, while the Sioux coming in from the Badlands dawdled,  scouts from the Wounded Knee camp found Big Foot’s people. On Saturday and Sunday, Major Samuel M. Whitside, who commanded the Seventh’s First Battalion, had sent out groups of Indian scouts to find the escapees.

Finally, they found their quarry or, rather, their quarry found them. As soon as the soldiers had established their camp on Wounded Knee, some Oglalas from Pine Ridge had ridden to Big Foot’s camp to tell the chief that the army was trying to intercept his band. The Oglalas encouraged the chief to ride around the army camp and to go straight to the Pine Ridge agency, where the Badlands Indians would soon be arriving. The Badlands Sioux would need his intercession with the officers, and Big Foot’s delay at Wounded Knee could be disastrous.

But the Wounded Knee camp was on Big Foot’s route to the Pine Ridge agency, and the chief was in a hurry to get there. He had developed pneumonia in the cold winds during the trek across the state, and was terribly ill. He was too sick to add more miles to his band’s journey and decided to head straight toward the army camp. Then the Indians and the troops could all go to the agency together.6


The army scouts were searching for the Indians, but the Minneconjous knew where the soldiers were. On December 28, Minneconjou men surprised four army scouts when they rode down a hill while the scouts were watering their horses on Porcupine Creek, about eight miles away from Wounded Knee. The Sioux captured two scouts by grabbing their horses’ bridle reins. They took the men to Big Foot, who told them that he and his band were going to the army camp just as soon as they finished their midday meal. In the meantime, the other two army scouts had rushed back to Wounded Knee Creek to report that they had found the missing Indians.7


As soon as the men stationed at Wounded Knee heard the report, the officers ordered the bugle call for “boots and saddles,” and four companies of men mounted and rode out of the encampment in double columns of four. The artillery men placed two Hotchkiss guns in front of the columns. With their operators under the command of Second Lieutenant Harry L. Hawthorne, an Annapolis graduate who had resigned his commission in the navy and become an expert in munitions tactics for the army, the guns were formidable. About a mile away from where the scouts told them the Indians had been eating, Whitside ordered  the troops to dismount and string out in a half circle as they advanced. As soon as they spotted Indians in the advance of their band, the soldiers formed a line and set up their guns in a dry creek bed between the hills, a low ravine full of pines.8


The Indians finished their meal and began moving slowly toward the army camp, not a war party but a community band of about three hundred men, women, and children. The younger men were on ponies, smaller animals than army horses, but tough and well trained. The rest of the band—the women and children, along with the sick and the elderly—were in twenty-two rough wagons.9


The Minneconjou band had run from their reservation in fear of imprisonment, and had been in such a hurry they had taken little with them in the way of supplies. They had only old tepees and bedding, and a few cooking utensils. They were cold and ill-fed, bundled in ragged blankets wrapped over the overcoats and clothes that had been part of their annual distribution from their agency only weeks before. The trip across South Dakota in a bitter wind that had blown up days before had exhausted them, and some were ill.

The men and women of Big Foot’s band were nervous as they headed toward Wounded Knee. They distrusted soldiers and knew they were in some trouble for running away from their army escort at Cheyenne River, but also knew they had done nothing wrong and hoped their unwillingness to join the Badlands Sioux would mitigate officials’ anger. They were eager to get on to the Pine Ridge agency, where they expected to meet family members and take shelter with the Oglala leader Red Cloud.

They hadn’t gone far from Porcupine Creek before they saw a cloud of dust behind the rise ahead of them. Crossing the rise, those at the head of the band saw the army marching down the hill in front of them. Wanting simply for their journey to end safely, the Minneconjous were shocked to see that army officers evidently considered them a dangerous war party.10


The Indians saw the line of soldiers and watched some of the men drop to the ground with their guns directed at the approaching Minneconjous. Major Whitside sent three scouts ahead of the soldiers to demand the Indians’ surrender and to warn them that they were surrounded and must not fight. “This news, from appearances, produced  great consternation in their midst from the howling and wailing heard,” Kelley wrote. Lying in the back of a rough wagon, Big Foot counseled his people not to show fear but to proceed into the ranks of the soldiers calmly, without any warlike movements.11


The Indian men had no intention of fighting, and they followed Big Foot’s advice. They quickly formed a line, each protected by his horse, at the front of the moving band, to shield the wagons with the women and children and the elderly and sick. The men advanced toward the line of troops. When they were about fifty yards away, three men left the band. They came forward, one on foot between two on horseback, carrying a white flag.12


Major Whitside refused to talk to the men. He demanded to talk to Big Foot. The men protested that the chief was sick. Whitside insisted.

Big Foot was indeed very ill. He was barely able to speak, and blood was dripping from his nose, but his nephew drove him up in a rough wagon to speak to Major Whitside. The officer asked if Big Foot and his band wanted peace or war. Weak and barely able to talk, Big Foot emphatically denied that he wanted to fight. He assured Whitside that his people were simply traveling to the Pine Ridge agency, where the Oglalas had asked him to come and help forge a peace out of the confusion of the last several weeks.13


Whitside demanded that Big Foot and his band accompany the soldiers to Wounded Knee Creek. Big Foot agreed, and the two men shook hands. Worried about Big Foot’s terrible health, Whitside had soldiers lift him into an army ambulance wagon to make the trip to the encampment.14


Troops then rounded up the women and children, who were hanging about a quarter of a mile back from the men. The soldiers formed a column, with Big Foot’s ambulance in the front, flanked on each side by a sergeant and a soldier on horseback. Behind him came the mounted Minneconjou men with columns of cavalry alongside. Next came the Indians with their tepees and horses and wagons filled with belongings. The rest of the soldiers brought up the rear.15


They started off for the army camp at Wounded Knee Creek. It was a “motley procession,” one of the Indians later remembered; the soldiers’ blue uniforms framing the variety of clothes and blankets the Minnconjous had jumbled together to stay warm. It must have been  noisy, too, with hooves hitting the hard-packed earth, men calling to each other in both English and Lakota, wagons creaking, horses snorting, spurs rattling, people coughing.16


The group reached the camp in about four hours. Once there, the Indians set up their tepees just north of a ravine beyond the army tents. Soldiers provided the destitute Indians with three hundred soldier’s rations.17


Whitside was determined that Big Foot and his people would not escape from him as they had done from the last officer charged with capturing them. He set two troops of cavalry around the Indians, forming a military cordon. He had the two loaded Hotchkiss guns set up on a slight knoll about fifty yards from the Indian camp and ordered all the artillerymen to stay on duty throughout the night. He ordered the troops not to undress for sleep, and he set a double guard on each tent to ensure that the soldiers couldn’t be surprised by a sneak attack.18


Still nervous that the Indians might get away, Whitside sent to Pine Ridge for reinforcements. The Second Battalion of the Seventh Cavalry, commanded by Colonel James Forsyth, arrived at 8:00 in the evening, along with Light Battery E of the First Artillery. Forsyth outranked Whitside, and took over command. His orders were to move the Indians to Pine Ridge agency. From there they would be sent to Gordon, Nebraska, to a railhead where they could be put onto the cars and sent to Omaha until South Dakota calmed.19


As the Badlands Sioux headed to Pine Ridge and troops poured in to contain the Minneconjou, Kelley concluded that the Indian “uprising” had been brought to a successful close. The whole campaign had been “most remarkable . . . in many respects,” he reflected. “I have heard a dozen officers of twenty to thirty years’ experience in the army say that never had there been such a one before to their knowledge.”20


Nonetheless, Kelley concluded that the soldiers had done themselves proud, especially those at Wounded Knee Creek. “Another laurel is added to the wreath of the famous old Seventh Regiment of cavalry; every man among them a veteran; scarce one that has not distinguished himself by some signal act of valor, some deed of daring in the Indian campaigns of the last twenty years, nearly, if not all of them, having been a participant. Custer’s men they were once and like him will they ever be.”21


Early on the morning of December 29, Kelley’s cheerful dispatch went out by courier to the telegraph office thirty miles away in Nebraska, marking the happy conclusion of a tedious and cold campaign.

 



 




While the courier sped Kelley’s report to Nebraska, the reporters and troops at Wounded Knee woke up at 6:00 to the smell of wood smoke from the campfires and the sounds of birds peeping in an unseasonably warm and windless South Dakota winter day. They ate a breakfast of hardtack, bacon, and coffee with sugar before being ordered to move at 8:00, when they joined the artillerymen surrounding the Indian camp.22


Whitside had not taken away the Indians’ guns the previous day, but Forsyth had orders to disarm them before moving them to the agency. Through an interpreter, he asked the Indians to leave their tepees and come forward to a council, where they could be counted. Then he ordered twenty Indians to go and bring back all the arms from the encampment. They did so, but only produced a few guns—two, according to Kelley, although in reality they brought back about twenty-five, all of which were in poor shape. Confused and sullen, the younger Indian men had no intention of being disarmed in the face of such overwhelming military power.23


Angry at their recalcitrance, Forsyth commanded a detachment of about ten of his own men to search the tepees. The soldiers moved forward as ordered, but not cheerfully. Despite what Kelley had written the night before about the long experience of the soldiers of the Seventh in Indian wars, many at Wounded Knee Creek were new recruits. They had never been close to hostile Indians, but they had certainly read about them in blood-curdling dime novels and seen them portrayed in stage shows where brave cowboys protected innocent women from savages intent on taking blonde scalps.

These raw soldiers were frightened and vengeful. Many of the Indians lined up in front of the tepees had followed the great warrior Sitting Bull until agency police had killed him two weeks before as they tried to take him into custody. The soldiers probably suspected that these Indians had also been with him at the Battle of the Little Bighorn, where they had wiped out Custer’s entire command and, stories said, torn out  and eaten Custer’s brother’s heart. For months, the troops had been reading newspaper reports, written by men like Kelley, claiming that these same treacherous Indians were planning to exterminate nearby settlers. The soldiers were tense.

The detachment moved brusquely into the Indian camp. The troops rifled through the tepees, searching women, pushing children out of the way, and rummaging through sleeping robes. They were certain the Indians had hidden their guns in the camp, and they were determined to find them.

While the soldiers went about their work, Kelley and the two other reporters on the scene circulated comfortably among the Indians. C. H. Cressey, with the Omaha Bee, and Charles W. Allen, publisher of Nebraska’s  Chadron Democrat, looked over the encampment and its people for descriptions they could use in their daily newspaper reports. As they strolled around, Kelley recalled, an older Indian was dancing alone in a circle, singing a song from the new “Ghost Dance” religion. Occasionally he reached down to the ground and took dirt up in his fingers. He would raise his hand and throw the dust into the air, where it blew away. To the southeast of the line of troops and Indian men, eight or ten boys in gray reservation school uniforms played a noisy game of leapfrog and “bucking mare”—in which a scrum of boys tried to hold up as many of their friends as they could before they fell down. They ignored the tense line of men nearby.24


Eventually, the soldiers turned up about thirty-eight old guns. The search through the tepees had been slow, and Forsyth was frustrated and angry. He could not believe that the young men didn’t have more—and newer—guns. It seemed clear to him that the Minneconjous were hiding their best weapons. Meanwhile, the Indian men were grumbling among themselves and milling about, and the soldiers were irritated.25


Determined to disarm the Indians once and for all, Colonel Forsyth ordered the warriors to submit to a personal search. The older men lifted their blankets to prove they were unarmed, but the younger men refused. Two soldiers were detailed to search the Sioux one at a time as they came forward. Kelley and the other reporters stood aside as the soldiers began to disarm the young men.

Three Indians had been searched without incident when a young warrior standing apart from the search held his new, valuable Winchester  over his head and announced in Lakota that he had paid a good deal of money for the gun and would not give up such an expensive weapon without being paid for it. Three soldiers grabbed him from behind and they all began to struggle. Troops around them pointed their weapons at the Indian. As the men wrestled, an army scout shouted: “Look out! Look out! They are going to shoot!”26


As the soldiers and the warrior struggled, the gun fired into the eastern sky.27


An instant of silence marked the line between an anxious surrender and a full-blown military engagement. As the gunshot echoed, the soldiers, standing in ranks, fired a volley that felled half the Indian men immediately. The volley also brought down a number of soldiers, since Forsyth had given no thought to positioning the troops for battle when he arranged them. Bullets tore through the boys playing leapfrog; all of them died together.28


Those Sioux left standing counterattacked with knives, clubs, fists, and guns that they snatched from wounded soldiers. Kelley had been standing only yards from the Indians when the shooting started. An Indian warrior charged the shocked reporter with a raised tomahawk. Kelley grabbed a rifle from a dead soldier and shot the man. Then he laid aside the mantle of reporter and joined the battle. Deafening gunfire and dense smoke from the exploding gunpowder obscured the hand-to-hand fighting in the tight circle of combatants.

While the men fought in front of the tepees, the Indian women and children in the camp tried to flee. They whipped up the horses they had been hitching to wagons and ran to the northwest, or east on the road toward the shelter of the store and the post office. But most of the men and many of the women and children could not get to a wagon and the road. Instead, they ran to the south, where they could hide in a ravine that ran behind the camp.

The soldiers fired on the Indians as they tried to escape. They shot the running Sioux as the artillery turned the Hotchkiss guns on the fleeing wagons. Minneconjous fell on the plains, and fragments of bodies flew from wagons that exploded under artillery shells. Indians died in groups in the ravine when Hawthorne moved the guns so they could shoot directly down it. Forced out of the ravine by the firing, the Sioux crawled or crouched, running, to the hills. Cavalrymen followed them.

As soldiers moved off over the plains and the sound of gunshots grew more distant, Kelley put down his gun, quickly surveyed the battlefield, noted the dead, and wrote a new report. Brave soldiers had been murdered, he wrote in the first wire that told of the massacre at Wounded Knee. They were “victims of the treacherous Indians.” Nothing but insanity could explain the Indians’ suicidal attack, he pronounced, but fortunately the soldiers were shooting them down without quarter, even as he wrote. “Before night I doubt if either a buck or squaw . . . will be left to tell the tale of this day’s treachery. The members of the Seventh Cavalry have once more shown themselves to be heroes. . . .”29


Over the next two hours, the soldiers hunted down and slaughtered all the Sioux they could find, riding them down and shooting them at point-blank range as they tried to escape. One woman was murdered after she had run three miles from the camp. Soldiers shot babies in their cradle-boards. The only good Indian was a dead Indian, many of the troops had been taught, and they had just turned about two hundred and fifty Sioux into good Indians. The wounded Minneconjous lay moaning among the dead heaped on the prairie, ignored as soldiers hurried their comrades to shelter and then fought off sporadic forays by warriors who had rushed to Wounded Knee when they heard of the massacre. A day later, a plains blizzard roared down from the north and buried the carnage in pristine white.

 



 



 



 



The storm that buried the plains of South Dakota in snow quickly blew east. It traveled over the sluggish Mississippi River and the freezing Great Lakes, then swept south, bringing heavy fog and rain squalls to Washington, D.C. There, the social season was in full swing despite the miserable weather. Dignitaries and belles mingled at the many receptions of the new year. On January 1, as news of the events at Wounded Knee Creek were trickling east, President Benjamin Harrison and his wife held the traditional New Year’s Day reception for government officials and visitors in the “blue parlor” of the White House. Braving the muddy roads that slowed their carriages, all the members of the cabinet and their wives, or eldest daughters, attended the reception in their finest clothes. Mrs. Harrison’s pale blue dress glittered with peacock feathers and imitation jewels, but the diamonds she wore in her hair and carried with her bouquet were real.30


The splendid parties could not entirely cheer up the Republican officials who attended them. Only a year before, the Republicans had believed their party to be in a remarkable ascendancy. They had taken control of the House of Representatives, the Senate, and the White House for the first time since 1875. But somehow, in only a year, they had managed to lose all the ground they had gained against a surging Democratic majority. In the midterm elections held in November 1890, the Democrats had won the House and made alarming gains in the Senate.

President Harrison had been widely castigated for running an excessively partisan administration devoted to serving big business. He had been called a fool, ineffectual, a party hack, a tool of industrialists. Opponents pointed out that he had gained the Republican presidential nomination only when a corrupt deal cut out the far better qualified and far more able Ohio senator John Sherman. They also noted that Harrison had lost the popular vote and won the White House only through the offices of the Electoral College. They went so far as to call him the most hated president in history.

Such animosity only strengthened the president’s resolve. The portly, bearded Harrison was a pious man who believed God had given him the presidency and that, in serving the businessmen who poured money into the Republican political war chest, he was doing what was best for America. Bewildered at the eclipse of his party, Harrison had spent the past year trying desperately to resurrect its fortunes before the election of 1892. If the political equation didn’t change, it looked likely that the Democrats would take the White House and Congress.

Like other nineteenth-century Americans, President Harrison believed himself to be engaged in a titanic struggle over the soul of the country. Would the government that Abraham Lincoln had called “the last, best hope of earth” devote its considerable resources to promoting the growth of the economy, working hand in glove with rich industrialists? Or should the government work to keep the economic playing field level, guaranteeing that every hardworking man had an opportunity to rise? Republicans maintained that economic growth created jobs and fueled an ever higher standard of living, pointing to the fabulous houses of the nation’s rich and the increasing wealth evident, for example, in Mrs. Harrison’s jewels, as proof that their system worked. Their opponents, Democrats and members of various reform parties, countered by  pointing to falling wages, child labor, and city tenements as evidence that the system was broken. While businessmen lobbied their friends in Congress and state legislatures for favorable legislation, workers took to the streets to protest poverty wages and dangerous working conditions. Each side was convinced that the other was destroying America.

Harrison’s presidency had witnessed a desperate battle between Republicans and Democrats for control of the nation. Republicans had held the White House and controlled the Congress for most of the post-Civil War era, but by 1890 their grip was weakening. Pro-business Republicans still insisted that industrial growth was critical to the nation and they continued to pass legislation that benefited and sheltered business. “Individualism, Private Property, the Law of Accumulation of Wealth, and the Law of Competition” were the very height of human achievement, multimillionaire steel baron Andrew Carnegie cheerfully pronounced. Like other powerful industrialists of the age, Carnegie had promoted the widespread organization of trusts, which brought competing corporations together into large monopolies that carved up markets and fixed prices. In the 1880s, these trusts began to dominate most industries, crush small businesses, and control the meat, fruit, sugar, cloth, electricity, and transportation the average American needed to survive.

By 1890, a formidable challenge to the Republicans’ policies had emerged. Leaders of the Democratic and western farmers’ parties were holding rallies in eastern cities and were barnstorming the West. They lectured to wage laborers, poor farmers, and young entrepreneurs about laws that put the fruits of their labor into the pockets of the rich. “Wall Street owns the country,” western organizer Mary Elizabeth Lease thundered in the summer of 1890. “It is no longer a government of the people, by the people, and for the people, but a government of Wall Street, by Wall Street, and for Wall Street.” Seasonal factory closings and lock-outs meant that hunger and homelessness haunted urban workers; soaring shipping costs meant that farmers spent the price of two bushels of corn to get one to market. On shop floors and in western fields people shoveled coal or broke sod for fourteen to sixteen hours a day; if their health broke down or they lost a limb, they were out of both work and luck. The little money that went into their pockets didn’t go far—the restrictive tariffs that protected businesses against foreign competition  drove up consumer prices. “The great common people of this country are slaves, and monopoly is the master,” Lease snarled.31


As the midterm election of 1890 approached, Democrats had battered at the Harrison administration’s support for big business and toleration of the trusts. For the Republicans, much was at stake. If they lost control of the government, there was little doubt that their opponents would sever the close ties between government and business, and bolster the position of workers and farmers. This was heresy, and party members were determined not to let it happen.

In an attempt to secure the outcome of the midterm elections, the Republican Congress tried to shore up the numbers of Republican voters. They tried to cut back the numbers of Democrats who could vote by passing a federal elections bill that placed the military at polls in the South and in New York City. If enacted, this law would help to protect black Republicans in the South, who had lately been kept from the polls by Democratic opponents, and would also intimidate immigrants in New York City, who tended to vote Democratic, keeping them from voting in the swing state of New York. While Republicans argued they were trying to prevent voter fraud, Democrats and Populists chided them for simply trying to stack the vote for the Republicans.

Both parties knew that control of the government in 1890, and then in 1892, would turn, in part, on western voters. Harrison’s men believed that westerners tended to be Republican, so they worked to bring western states into the Union as quickly as possible. Dakota Territory might make two new states if it could be divided, but most of the land in the southern part of the Territory consisted of the Great Sioux Reservation. It belonged to the Teton Sioux. Torn between traditional cultures and modern America, unable to vote, and uninvolved in the political war, the Sioux nonetheless became crucial figures in the 1890 election.

To court settlers in Dakota Territory, in 1889 Harrison’s men subdivided the Great Sioux Reservation into small blocks, opening up more land for private development. An influx of settlers would give the Territory enough people to make a case for two new states.

The destruction of their huge reservation proved disastrous for the Sioux. The bison herds that had once roamed the Plains had largely been destroyed, and the smaller reservations had too little game to support the native populations living on them. When a drought killed the  few crops the Indians could raise on the dry prairies, they got little relief from the government, for new census numbers gathered in 1890 suggested that the agencies had been providing more food than treaties required, and officials cut back rations.

Destitute and in real danger of starvation, the Sioux turned to a new religious movement. The Ghost Dance promised to bring back the world of game and plenty that had been theirs before the coming of whites. If they danced on certain nights, stopped fighting amongst themselves, and dealt honestly with all men, they believed, their ancestors would come back from the afterworld, herding before them the vanished game that would sustain the tribes. Settlers on their lands would be buried in a landslide or drowned in a flood as the ancient world returned. The religious excitement burned across the dry prairies.

The new religion and the political maneuverings of the Harrison administration dovetailed to create a crisis. The Ghost Dancers never hurt their non-Indian neighbors and few settlers paid them much attention, but Republican political appointees did. Incompetent and frightened by the Indians, they interpreted the religious enthusiasm as tremors of an approaching war.

Indian agents were a particularly problematic aspect of the Harrison administration’s push to court the West. The new reservations covered huge expanses of land with wide-flung camps of different Indian bands. Each was overseen by a single politically appointed government agent who was responsible for seeing that the Indians received all the goods and payments guaranteed to them by treaty. Those agents disbursed the money that Congress appropriated for the Indians every year, and they held complete authority over how the funds were spent. The agents were supposed to contract for food, farming supplies, the construction of schools and hospitals, and so on, but everyone knew that the positions were a rich reward for political service. Agents made a practice of awarding inflated contracts to their friends, who fulfilled them with rotten food, shoddy clothing, and poor construction . . . if they bothered to fulfill them at all. The agency system had been corrupt long before Harrison took office, but a bad system was made worse on Harrison’s watch, and the Sioux in South Dakota suffered more than other tribes in other states.

The problem intensified in 1890. In the summer of that year, South Dakota’s voters started to sway toward the Democratic Party because  they resented the obvious bias of the Harrison administration in favor of big business. Harrison’s men replaced seasoned agents with hacks in the fall, distributing the lucrative agency jobs to loyal party men. This turnover at the agencies would be catastrophic for the Sioux.

On the Pine Ridge Reservation, the new Republican agent was good at drumming up Republican votes, but he feared and hated Indians. Insisting that the Ghost Dancers on his reservation were plotting a war, he demanded army protection. He peppered his superiors with daily telegrams insisting that renegade Sioux were about to launch a massacre against settlers in South Dakota and Nebraska.

Experienced Indian agents and army officers dismissed the scare-mongering of the frenzied agent. They assured the administration that the Indians were not a military threat and begged Washington to fulfill the neglected treaties, sending rations for the reservation Indians before they starved.

Army officers’ complaints about the ineptitude of Republican agents fed right into the hands of Harrison’s political opponents. Back East, Democrats took the panicked agents at their word when they foretold a war. Democrats argued that the corruption that characterized the Republican Party under Harrison had sent pacified Indians back to the warpath, where they threatened the lives of settlers. Too late, the president’s agents recognized their error. They countered with protestations that they were only trying to do what was best for the Indians, but that the Sioux were bloodthirsty savages who refused to be civilized.

Harrison had little interest in the whole South Dakota problem except as it affected potential votes. He insisted that his administration had treated Indians well and that they had no excuse for a war. He recognized, though, that westerners were defecting to the Democrats’ economic vision and that the stories of Republican corruption were helping to push them away. Western voters must be retrieved or the Republicans would lose the presidential election of 1892.

The election of 1890, held early in November, made Harrison’s political fears a reality. The Republicans lost control of the House of Representatives by a margin of two to one. Although prepared for Democratic gains, this was far beyond what Republican strategists had convinced themselves they would face.

Worse, though, was that Republican control of the Senate remained in doubt even after the elections were over. The administration had counted on controlling the Senate, and initial election returns suggested that the Republicans had held on to a majority by four seats. But this was not the relief it should have been, for those four senators were not firmly pro-administration Republicans. Three were from western states that had gone Democratic in the election, and had themselves recently voted against Republican pro-business economic policies. That left one Republican seat to assure the Republicans a majority in the Senate. Only with that majority could they block a repeal of the laws the administration had pushed through the previous Congress.

That seat was from South Dakota. It had been held by a staunchly Republican senator who claimed at first, loudly and proudly, to have won reelection. Within days, though, evidence emerged that ballot boxes had been broken open and tampered with. Immediately, opponents charged the Republicans with fraud and claimed that they, rather than the Republicans, had won the seat.

The outcome would remain in question until the state legislature met in January 1891. The results of the election depended on more than settling the issue of the ruined ballot boxes. In the nineteenth century, senators were still chosen by state legislatures rather than directly by voters. Legislators could be—and usually were—lobbied, between the time of their election and the time the senators were named, to vote for one candidate or another. And in late 1890, South Dakotans were especially susceptible to encouragement from the administration to back a Republican. The new state was mired in a recession and desperate for money and contracts to boost the local economy. Such a situation demanded attention from the Harrison administration.

Westerners had a long, and what one historian has called a “diabolical,” history of support for government involvement with Indians. They liked the government either to send contracts to Indian reservations or to send in the army to fight them, for either policy brought money into the local economy. As early as 1866, William Tecumseh Sherman privately acknowledged that the western cry for military action against Indians was a veiled attempt to create a nearby market for agricultural products.32


Once Indians were on reservations, Indian agents bought beef and grain, as well as shirts, shoes, blankets, and so on, to feed and clothe  their charges. Army mobilizations were even more profitable. Soldiers needed rations, of course, and so did their horses and pack animals. Officers wanted rooms to rent, as well as board and liquor. With their pay, soldiers and officers bought meals and dry goods, hired laundresses, and had their mustaches curled. Sometimes they brought their wives and families on assignments, and the ladies bought cloth and hair combs, candy and children’s toys. Western towns liked having the army around, and this fondness was undoubtedly in the minds of Republican politicians as they wondered how to placate the legislators who would soon be electing a senator in economically distressed South Dakota.

Meanwhile, the Pine Ridge Indian agent continued to insist that the Ghost Dancing Sioux were about to take up arms. There had been no lives lost and no property threatened around Pine Ridge or any of the other reservations, and experienced army officers continued to discount the agent’s fears. But in mid-November 1890, as the South Dakota legislators were getting ready for the new session and gathering last instructions from their constituents about electing a new senator from the state, Harrison ordered the army to South Dakota to protect settlers against the Indian “uprising.”

 



Six weeks later, snow fell on Washington and the dignitaries shivered coming in from the cold to the warmth of the White House. President Harrison and the wealthy men squiring their glittering wives to the capital to shake his hand seemed a world away from the bodies frozen beside Wounded Knee Creek. But the road to the massacre had begun in Washington. It had hammered its way across the Midwest, then pushed its way into South Dakota. Finally, it faded into a bloody track beside a South Dakota stream. The fate of the Minneconjous at Wounded Knee was sealed by politicians a thousand or more miles from the rolling hills and cathedral clouds of the Great Plains. The soldiers who pulled the triggers in South Dakota simply delivered the sentence.






CHAPTER 1

A New Nation, a New Economy

 



 



 



 




IN THE WET CHILL of late December 1890 in Washington, Senator John Sherman was spending his days bickering with opposition senators while they waited for their colleagues to return from the holidays. As was his wont, the sixty-seven-year-old Sherman, Congress’s leader on financial affairs and the chief architect of Republican economic policies, was irascible during the congressional days, but had much to enjoy in the evenings during the Washington holiday social whirl. His older brother, General William Tecumseh Sherman, was in town, and the two aging men cherished their hours together. Each had, in his own way, been a chief actor in the American drama that had created the modern nation, and they had compared notes and helped each other’s careers for half a century.1


Closeted in the library of Senator Sherman’s elegant K Street residence, the two men—each tall and lean almost to gauntness, John with a closely cropped white beard and William Tecumseh clean shaven so that his prominent cheekbones dominated all but his piercing eyes—undoubtedly reminisced about their childhood years and the Civil War. They also surely discussed their worries about the direction of the country and chatted about their families, particularly because their niece, Mary Miles, was also in town on the winter social circuit. For more than two decades, her husband, General Nelson Miles, had availed himself freely of the Sherman brothers’ influence to advance a career that, although enviable by any standard, was never as good as he thought it should be.  Mary’s husband was the Commander of the Division of the Missouri. He was not in Washington with his wife, for he was overseeing the Sioux “outbreak” in South Dakota.2


The fortunes of the Sherman family had been inextricably entwined with those of the nation since the 1850s. Born in the heady days of the nation’s westward expansion, the Sherman siblings represented a new kind of American, one who believed in the aggressive economic development of the country. The Shermans had helped to create a worldview based on that development, they had fought for it against Southern slaveholders, and they had pushed it into western lands. There it clashed, inevitably—for the two were incompatible—with the traditional culture of the Plains Indians. As John and William Tecumseh chatted in John’s comfortable mansion, a final collision between the world they had constructed and the world of the Sioux turned tragic.

 



The Sherman brothers’ childhood was much like that of their contemporaries. In the early years of the republic, their parents had taken part in the popular push west. After the American Revolution opened the lands west of the Appalachians to settlement, their father, Charles Sherman, had joined the rush to the newly opened land of Ohio. Traveling by horseback and carrying their oldest son, Charles Junior, on a pillow, Charles and his wife had settled in Lancaster, Ohio, in 1811. Charles Senior soldiered for his country in the War of 1812, helping to cement the West to the new nation.

The Sherman clan grew quickly, and the brothers were close. William Tecumseh (named for the Shawnee leader his father had admired during the War of 1812) and John, along with their eight other siblings, arrived one after the other in the first few decades of the nineteenth century. The eleven Sherman siblings lost their father in 1829 when Charles, the oldest, was just eighteen. It was William, nicknamed “Cump” within the family, who taught John how to aim a gun; when the boys hunted for pigeons and squirrels he made John carry their game. Cump became the family scholar, quiet, mannerly, and emotional; John learned Latin and mathematics but gained a reputation as a wild boy, always ready for a fight or a drink.3


Like most of their neighbors, the Sherman boys were ambitious. Losing their prominent father had dimmed their prospects, but they managed  to cobble together first an education and then jobs with the help of family friends well connected in Ohio’s young legal and political community. Men on the make, Charles became a lawyer, James became a merchant in Iowa, the quiet and studious William Tecumseh garnered a prestigious appointment to West Point in 1836. John cleaned himself up, studied law, and went to work with his older brother Charles. Eager to see their fortunes grow along with their region, the brothers invested in manufacturing and railroads and supported the Whig politicians who called for government protection of domestic industries.4


An observer watching the brothers in young adulthood would have predicted that the Shermans were a vanguard of upwardly mobile businessmen and professionals embarking on long, prosperous, and relatively uneventful lives. Cump graduated from West Point and was stationed first in Florida to fight Seminoles and then at Fort Moultrie in Charleston, South Carolina; John and Charles became partners in business law. The young men watched their home state grow as railroads and telegraph wires cut its hills and bound its people to distant markets. Investing in a lumber concern, John managed to turn his law earnings into a nest egg of more than ten thousand dollars.5


But, as it happened, the Shermans and their contemporaries were headed not for unruffled success but for a cataclysm. The calm prosperity the 1840s promised depended on an enduring compromise between the nation’s free states and slave states. By the time Cump and John Sherman were born in 1820 and 1823, respectively, just such a balance seemed to have been achieved. After a battle for control over the huge Louisiana territory the United States acquired from France in 1803, the North and the South had found a way to coexist in the region. New states were admitted to the Union in pairs—one free and one slave—to keep the two sections balanced in the Senate, and the Missouri Compromise of 1820 guaranteed that slavery would not spread north of a line that ran east to west below the southern boundary of Missouri. The sections neatly divided the Louisiana territory between them.

For nearly thirty years, this compromise bought a truce, and people went about their everyday lives. But this complacency ended abruptly in 1846, when the United States went to war with Mexico. Southerners, backed by Democratic president James K. Polk, were eager to take  Mexican lands. Northern Whigs like the Shermans, though, were convinced that the war was a Southern plot to annex much of Latin America, bringing in new Southern states and swinging the balance of power in the nation decisively toward the slave states.

The war unsettled the Shermans in much the same way as it unsettled other Americans. On the one hand, they were eager to try out the power of their young nation and of their own maturity. U.S. soldiers quickly fought south into Mexico and pushed west into Mexico’s California territory; newspapers trumpeted military victories over Mexican troops and the quick and easy conquest of California, where American soldiers rode in unchallenged. John Sherman believed that the war was unjust, but the excitement of battle was almost enough to get him to enlist anyway. Cump, then a captain in the regular army and on recruiting detail in Ohio, was eager to fight. He chafed at the orders that took forever to arrive, and then had him sailing on a two-hundred day journey around Cape Horn to occupy California. The bloodless conquest of California meant that Cump would not see battle in the war, and he bemoaned the loss. “I felt deeply the fact that our country had passed through a foreign war, that my comrades had fought great battles, and yet I had not heard a hostile shot. Of course, I thought it the last and only chance in my day, and that my career as a soldier was at an end,” he later mused.6


On the other hand, though, the war threatened to hand national power to slave owners, perhaps forever. As U.S. troops pushed far into Mexico, horrified Northerners realized that if the nation kept the land it was rapidly conquering, the South could create enough new slaveholding states to overwhelm the northern states. With troops still in the field, Whigs in particular, and Northerners in general, demanded a law that would prohibit slavery in the new lands. The Northern-dominated House of Representatives passed such a bill, but the Southern-dominated Senate repeatedly rejected it. In the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that settled the conflict, Mexico gave America an enormous tract of land, including the territory that would later make up most of the states of Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, and California. This was less land than Northerners had feared as the troops pushed farther and farther south, but it was enough to endanger the uneasy truce between the sections.

Tension built further when workers discovered gold at Sutter’s Mill in California only months after the region fell into American hands. The rush of young men into the territory, working and roving, drinking and fighting, made it imperative to establish a government that could enforce order, but debate over whether the state would be free or slave increased the strain back East between Northerners and Southerners. Traveling through the territory, Cump professed to be shocked by the breakdown of normal lines of authority. Soldiers and sailors were deserting their posts. Worse, so were their commanders. These renegades could not be punished, because once they reached the mines, other miners shielded them. Making money was the order of the day. Preachers and professors were abandoning their principles and opening gambling houses. Sherman himself caught the infection. Although a professional soldier, he invested in a store and in city lots in Sacramento “in order to share somewhat in the riches of the land.”7


The chaos in California demanded the establishment of governmental law and order, but under what principles could this western state be organized? The stunning speed with which the area had gone from backwater to teeming settlement meant that there was no partner state to offer to whichever section didn’t get California, and, in any case, the new territory was far beyond the Louisiana territory that had been divided by the Missouri Compromise. Tempers ran high over the question of organizing California. That question, in turn, raised the issue of how to organize the other new territories acquired from Mexico. Southerners were determined to spread their economic system of plantations worked by slaves into the new lands; Northerners were just as adamant that Southerners would not dominate the new regions. Arriving in New York City in January 1850 to deliver dispatches, Cump was startled to hear from Commander of the Army Winfield Scott that “our country was on the eve of a terrible civil war.”8


To calm the crisis, congressmen hammered out a compromise that made California a free state but offered Southerners the two huge Territories of New Mexico and Utah, Territories that eventually became the five states of Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico. In these large hunks of land, slavery could be established if the settlers decided they wanted it. The Compromise of 1850 was a panacea for those eager to believe that economic development could override sectional  tensions. Although John Sherman was far from the military world in which Cump had heard rumors of civil war, the young Ohio lawyer had begun to pay careful attention to politics, and he “heartily supported” the compromise as “the best solution of dangerous sectional divisions.”9


Those busy developing the American economy clung to the idea that the Compromise had calmed the sectional storm. Cump happened to be in Washington, D.C., in early 1850 while congressmen argued over the measure. He was there for his wedding to the daughter of the Secretary of the Interior, with whose family he had lived after the death of his own father. Cump didn’t bother himself much with the congressional debates, which he found dull. He was much more interested in his own upcoming appointment as a Commissary Department captain, to be stationed in St. Louis. This appointment was undoubtedly garnered for him by his new father-in-law to enable the two men to look after family financial interests together in the western town. His experience with the private sector in St. Louis convinced Cump to build his fortunes in business rather than in the military; in 1853, when he was offered a good salary and the potential to accumulate a decent fortune, he resigned from the army to direct a bank in San Francisco.10


The Compromise did not, in fact, end tensions between the sections. Trouble erupted again in 1854, arising, as before, over the settlement of western lands. In a drive to promote a railroad to California, Illinois senator Stephen A. Douglas introduced a bill in Congress to organize a huge Territory of Nebraska—the land that now includes parts of North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, Wyoming, and Montana—as a free state. Southerners announced that they would never agree unless he arranged for a corresponding slave state at the same time. He obliged, adding to his measure the much smaller Territory of Kansas—including part of what is now Colorado as well as today’s Kansas—where slavery would be allowed if the settlers wanted it.

The hitch in this plan was that the proposed Kansas Territory lay to the north of the Missouri Compromise line that had divided slavery from freedom since 1820. After the passage of that law, Northerners had watched Southerners settle all the land that fell to them under the deal and then, when it ran out, involve the nation in a war to take more land from Mexico. Now, when Northerners proposed to move into the land that was theirs under the Missouri Compromise, Southerners  abruptly changed the rules. When Congress passed the bill after great Southern pressure, Northerners howled. Across the free states, men turned their attention from their plows and their stores and their law books to politics. John Sherman was one of them.

It was not so much that Northerners like Sherman wanted to end slavery. Most of them didn’t care about the welfare of slaves one way or the other. Rather, they worried that free workers would never be able to compete with slave labor. Slaves were cheaper than free workers, they thought, because slaves could be forced to work with less food and worse housing than a free worker, in conditions a free worker would never tolerate. Southern planters, though, were determined to spread the slave system because it would let them dominate the western economy the same way they dominated the South. If slavery were permitted to spread, Northerners argued, it would eventually force free workers into a sort of slavery of their own, living on a pittance and dependent on the goodwill of their employers for their very survival.

For the Shermans and Northerners like them, who were rising from their own impoverished backgrounds, the promise of free labor seemed to be the very heart of American society. They contrasted their own society of men who farmed their own land, fished from their own boats, or worked for wages until they could afford a farm or a boat or a business, with the slaveholding South, where the 4 million black people who bore the brunt of the region’s hard labor could never hope even for a decent standard of living.

Northern free labor advocates believed that the fundamental element of American society was that every man had the right to the profits of his own labor. A society based on this principle honored God’s plans for America (and perhaps for the world), while promising its citizens an ever increasing standard of living. A benevolent God had created a bountiful world of nature, guaranteeing that any man who worked hard could produce more than was necessary to support himself and his family. He could sell the surplus he created (which is why they called capital “pre-exerted labor”). He could then invest his money either in hiring workers to increase productivity or in ventures like trade or manufacturing.

This theory played out concretely in ways Northern men recognized from their own pasts. Young men fresh from their father’s house would  work for older, established men, accumulate their own capital, buy their own farms or businesses, and begin the cycle again in a never-ending upward spiral, just as the Sherman brothers and thousands of their contemporaries had done. Slavery was incompatible with free labor, they insisted; it destroyed free workers by providing cheap competition that put free men out of work.11


Democratic Southern slave owners were trying to take control of the national government to guarantee the spread of slavery, Northerners thought. Northerners saw a concerted effort to swing the power of the government to the South. There had been the Mexican War, then the fight over California, then the Kansas-Nebraska Act. Slave owners, it seemed, were organized as a “Slave Power” to destroy American free society.

John Sherman was only one of the many men determined to stop them. He later recalled that he had vowed to oppose anyone who had supported the Kansas-Nebraska Act and to make sure that slave owners never derived any advantage from overturning the Missouri Compromise. Sherman abandoned his former Whig associations and decided instead to act in concert with anyone who was part of the growing movement to preserve the West for free labor.12


Initially, it was not clear exactly what political shape this movement would take. Men of all political persuasions in the North dedicated themselves to a world based on free labor, but it took time to organize into a single form of opposition. John Sherman ran for Congress against the Democrats who had bent to the demands of Southern slave owners and permitted the westward spread of slavery. He was elected in 1854 without a firm party affiliation, having “never presided over any assembly except an Odd Fellows’ lodge,” he later remembered.13


By 1856, Northerners who opposed the spread of slavery had formed the Republican Party, and John rose with the party. He had found a new field for his fighting spirit, and he took to the political stump to oppose the Slave Power and get Republicans who had pledged to stop the spread of slavery elected to office. In the run-up to the election of 1860, Congressman Sherman spoke in Ohio, Pennsylvania, Indiana, New Jersey, and Delaware, all closely contested states, where he rallied men to vote for Abraham Lincoln, the backwoods lawyer from Illinois.14


“Well, Lincoln is elected,” John wrote to Cump after the 1860 election. Unwilling to abide by the election results, eleven Southern states greeted  the new president with articles of secession. The administration turned to its friends to preserve the integrity of the Union. Among those tapped for positions in Washington was Ohio senator Salmon P. Chase, chosen to become Secretary of the Treasury. John Sherman took over Chase’s Senate seat in March 1861. Less than a month later, Confederate forces opened fire on Fort Sumter, the Union’s outpost in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina. Four bloody years of war had begun.15


The outbreak of war brought Cump to Washington. The military Sherman brother had never shared John’s zeal for politics. He had ignored the political tensions that drove John into Congress and had spent the tense antebellum years concentrating on building a successful career, one way or another. After his San Francisco bank failed, in 1858, he had briefly joined his brother-in-law’s law firm in Kansas despite his lack of legal training. Then, chafing under his poor salary in a profession not his own, he turned back to the military. Applying to the War Department for a political appointment as a paymaster, Sherman instead was appointed the superintendent of a new military college in Baton Rouge, Louisiana—an institution that became Louisiana State University—taking up his new duties in late 1859. “I gave no heed to the political excitement of the day,” he recalled, but he was sometimes treated with suspicion by Southerners who loathed his famous brother John, who they believed was plotting to end slavery across the South.16


Cump loved his post in Louisiana, but loved the Union more. When the South seceded, he resigned from the military college and moved back to Ohio. But he resented the atmosphere that had stolen from him a job he loved, the first job that seemed likely to give him the respect and salary he needed to live up to the expectations of his well-connected wife. He and John were in frequent contact as the crisis mounted, and Cump was furious with “the politicians” on both sides, whom he blamed for the troubles that had forced him to leave his congenial and lucrative position in Louisiana, and who could, as far as he was concerned, “fight it out” amongst themselves. Visiting Washington at John’s urging in early 1861, he recalled, “I broke out on John, d—ning the politicians generally, saying, ‘You have got things in a hell of a fix, and you may get them out as you best can.’ ” In April 1861, Cump stormed back to St. Louis to run a local railroad line.17


By May, he had cooled off and decided not to miss his chance at rising to a position of eminence in a real shooting war. John had received permission to raise an Ohio regiment and, clearly hoping to get a command for his brother, solicited the president for two West Point graduates to drill the volunteers. Cump did not get that assignment—it went to another Ohio man, Second Lieutenant James William Forsyth—but he received a different appointment as a colonel in May 1861.18


Cump’s war service meant that he would eventually eclipse John in Americans’ memories of the nation’s nineteenth-century history. General Sherman was a ferociously successful military leader, the right-hand man of General Ulysses S. Grant. He was author and executor of the March to the Sea that demoralized the Confederacy by devastating a swath of countryside three hundred miles long and sixty miles wide from Nashville to Savannah. He was a crucial figure in the North’s successful prosecution of the war. Cump fought because he was good at it, and because by doing so he could guarantee the survival of a world where a man could succeed through hard work. By spring of 1865, “Uncle Billy,” as his soldiers knew him, had become one of the most loathed and loved generals in America.

 



Cump became the better remembered brother, but in his role as a legislator, John Sherman was just as vital to the North’s success. He was one of the chief architects of the government policies that financed the enormously expensive war, and in the process of funding the treasury he helped to transform the American economy. By the end of the century, the American nation itself reflected the shape that Sherman and his fellow Republican congressmen had cast for it. Reflecting their belief in free labor, John and his colleagues committed the postwar nation to a policy of economic development that made it the economic juggernaut that it had become by the 1890s. While that economic dynamism came at a high price, men like Sherman had no idea of that cost when they set out to fund the war.

When the Confederates fired on Fort Sumter, Congress realized that it had to find money for the monumentally expensive task of equipping, feeding, caring for, and moving an army that would eventually include more than a million men. As chairman of the powerful House Committee on Ways and Means charged with preparing all financial bills,  and then, beginning in July 1861, as a member of the Senate Finance Committee, the younger Sherman was one of a handful of Republicans who developed an economic policy for the fledgling party. Their dramatic success determined the path of American history for the rest of the century.

In December 1860, the treasury was empty. Sherman was confident that the government could get volunteers to fight, but he was not convinced that it could find money to pay them. There was not even enough money, he recalled with chagrin, to pay the salaries of members of Congress. Secretary of the Treasury Chase greeted an emergency session of Congress with the news that the nation would need about $319 million for the upcoming year (a woefully low estimate, as it turned out). Sherman was a close friend of the treasury secretary and had chaired the House Committee of Ways and Means, making him well acquainted with financial matters. He quickly became the Senate go-to man for financial legislation. Recognizing that Lincoln’s military power was extraordinary, and that the administration had “almost unlimited power of taxation,” Sherman and the Republicans set out to find ways to fund the war.19


They started with taxes. New luxury taxes covered tobacco and liquor; new manufacturing taxes fell on every industry; new graduated income taxes swept in all those above poverty. Senators joked that when one complained that everything was taxed except coffins, another senator warned: “Don’t say that to Sherman or he will have them on the tax list before night!”20


At the same time, though, men like Sherman understood they needed to enable Americans to pay the new taxes that they had placed on practically everything. The Republican congressmen set out to clear the way for individuals to move up the economic ladder more quickly, developing the economy as they prospered. Congress provided free western land for those willing to farm it, then funded the construction of a transcontinental railroad line to enable young families to reach the western farming regions. Eager to increase production by bringing workers into the country, they also made it cheaper and safer for immigrants to travel to America.21


Sherman and his colleagues also encouraged trade and industry. Before the war, the nation’s buying and selling had been accomplished with  state banknotes, but Congress replaced this notoriously volatile currency with the country’s first national money, printed on the back with green ink. When too many greenbacks inflated the currency, Congress established a more stable currency backed ultimately by gold, to be distributed by new national banks.

Most dramatically, the wartime Republican Congress changed the nation’s system of tariffs. These fees, which were essentially taxes on imported goods, raised funds for the treasury at the same time that they gave domestic industry an advantage in home markets. Tariffs added surcharges to cheap foreign products to make sure that American-made products could compete with them even if the domestic product was more expensive to produce. Before the Civil War, manufacturers had begged for tariffs that would protect their fledgling industries from foreign competition, but American consumers demanded the low tariffs that would keep inexpensive foreign products flowing into the United States. In the prewar years, the government bowed to consumers and imposed tariffs solely with an eye to raising the low revenues the inactive government needed.

During the war, though, the desperate need to raise money to fight the war inspired Republicans like John Sherman to develop a new kind of American tariff that would protect industry. Rather than using tariffs simply to raise revenue that would flow directly to the treasury, the Republicans put tariff walls around virtually all of the nation’s production, agricultural as well as industrial, believing that by supporting the entire economy the government would improve everyone’s standard of living and enable Americans to pay the new taxes Congress had imposed.22


The wartime tariffs worked, increasing revenues both for the treasury and for businessmen. Congress increased them as necessary to bring in money until, by the end of the war, tariffs of 47 percent of an item’s value protected American industry. Under this protective system, American manufacturing thrived just as Sherman had always thought it would, but the arrangement did little for farmers, who were exporting their produce rather than competing with imported crops. Still, farmers didn’t care much; their products were in demand and prices were high.23


The measures set in place during the war to develop the national economy created great prosperity and fundamentally reshaped the economy.  To feed, clothe, equip, and move the army, government officials dealt contracts to expanding factories and the railroad industry. Henry Burden & Company in Troy, New York, made the horseshoes on which the army spent almost $5 million during the war; the Union India Rubber Company of New York and Connecticut turned out more than $5.7 million worth of waterproof blankets and ponchos for the soldiers; the Springfield Armory in Massachusetts employed about 2,500 workers by 1862 and shipped about 20,000 rifles a month to the army. The new greenbacks and the new national banknotes made it feasible for the first time for businesses to operate across state lines, and new, national companies developed. The tariffs guaranteed that American business could sell products domestically at a profit, providing more cash to pour into development. The iron industry, especially, boomed under the influence of the protective tariff, driving the rapid growth of the railroad industry, and workers laid 5,000 miles of new railroad tracks across the North during the war. The railroads symbolized and bolstered the nation’s great industrial growth. Americans dreamed of pushing the railroads all the way across the continent.24


Indeed, the West was still at the heart of the Republican vision of the world, just as it had been when Northerners took a stand against the Slave Power. The government encouraged settlers to move west during the war, claiming the region for the Union. In July 1862, Congress passed the Homestead Act granting free western farmland, and in the same month chartered the Union Pacific Railroad to tie the West into the national economy. Farmers sweated to bring new acres under cultivation, feeding not only the Union troops but also Europeans suffering under repeated crop failures. Miners swung their picks into newly discovered lodes in the western mountains; the treasury coveted the gold they dug to pay mounting war bills.

Congress organized western lands as quickly as it could. In 1861, it admitted Kansas as a state and organized Colorado, Nevada, and Dakota as Territories. Two years later, in 1863, it organized the new Territories of Arizona and Idaho, carving Arizona out of the older Territory of New Mexico. Montana Territory was organized in 1864 after prospectors discovered gold there, and John Bozeman cut up to Virginia City, Montana, from the old Overland Trail, blazing the Bozeman Trail through the Powder River country in what is now Wyoming  to reach the Montana mines. Before the war, the plains were unorganized land, but by the end of the Civil War, Congress had carved the West into Territorial blocks, a configuration that looked almost like it does today.25


But the lines on the map belied the reality of the West. In the hills and river bottoms of that vast region, on the sweeping plains and in the remote mountains, lived people whose livelihoods depended on holding the land as it was. The two worldviews could not coexist. Very soon, they would come into conflict.

 



 



 



 



The powerful Plains Indians held the ground that American miners and settlers hoped to turn to their profit. Before horses had come to North America with the Spanish explorers, Plains Indians were poor and relatively weak, but the arrival of horses had dramatically changed Indian cultures. While those changes were a mixed blessing for most, they made the Sioux wealthy and militarily strong. They would be the most powerful foreign fighting force the U.S. Army would meet until World War I.26


Plains Indians were master equestrians and formidable fighters. The Comanche warriors of the Southwest were perhaps the most famous horsemen on the plains, but it is fair to say that all of the horse tribe’s warriors could outride all but the very best U.S. cavalry. A Plains Indian warrior could ride full speed into battle with one leg slung over the neck of his horse and his own body hung over the side of the horse’s neck, keeping the body of the horse between him and his enemy. From beneath the horse’s neck he could shoot arrows that were as sharp as scalpels with enough force to go through a buffalo. And while U.S. troops were still tied to muskets or rifles that took a skilled soldier about thirty seconds to load and fire, a mounted Indian could shoot his arrows fast enough to keep one in the air at all times. The coming of the modern gun in the late nineteenth century gave even greater military power to those Indians wealthy enough or lucky enough to own one, although they continued to prefer to use their ammunition on animals and to grapple with men at close range. Killing an enemy by shooting him from a distance was “just shooting,” and carried no particular honor.27


Fiercely protective of their land, the Plains Indians prized it in its uncultivated state. They depended for survival on game, especially the bison, called “buffalo” but a very different animal from the Asian water buffalo and the African Cape buffalo that give that species its name. Bison, standing over six feet tall at the shoulder and weighing up to 2,000 pounds, ranged over the plains in numbers estimated as high as 40 million; before the arrival of settlers, observers wrote of herds that covered fifty square miles. These huge numbers of animals were possible because, over time, Indian societies had altered the landscape of the plains to nurture the bison herds. It was imperative to their economy that the land be preserved as it was.28


Plains Indians constructed their world around the bison. They followed the animals, eating the meat of the buffaloes they killed, of course, as well as the internal organs that were rich in vitamins and minerals. The tough buffalo skins were their fabric; they made leggings and shirts and dresses from them, slept under the warmth of the rough buffalo pelts, and used buffalo skins to cover their tepees. Horns of the animals became cups and spoons as well as powder horns. Bones were filed into arrowheads, knives, and dice. Indians twisted bison hair into rope and used it for saddle padding or the stuffing for dolls made of buffalo skin. They kindled their fires with buffalo chips. Their very identities derived from the bison: great Sioux leader Sitting Bull took his name from the buffalo. A notable artist, Sitting Bull painted the story of his life on buffalo skin. The bison filled every need of the Plains Indian and created the culture of tribes like the Sioux. Using the buffalo for food, shelter, tools, and blankets, bartering buffalo skins for anything else they desired, the Plains tribes were powerful and wealthy.29


Indians needed to preserve the land as it was to conserve the animals at the heart of their economy. Before the coming of Americans, they hunted in their own territory and patrolled their lands for intruders from other tribes, fighting skirmishes to keep their lands and honoring the warriors who defended their dominions.

When American migrants pushed onto the Plains in the late 1850s, Plains Indians defended their lands against them, too. When U.S. soldiers came to back up the interlopers, they fared no better. In 1861 in the Southwest, an officer wrongly imprisoned Apache leader Cochise and his family for the theft of a white boy by another band of Indians.  Cochise escaped by cutting his way out of the back of a tent, and the two sides commenced a guerrilla war. By 1863, just north of the Apache lands that spanned the border of Mexico and Texas, Comanches raided the camps of the men building the Kansas Pacific branch of the new transcontinental railroad, terrifying the workers and slowing progress.

Farther north, vicious fighting had begun even earlier. The Northwest was the land of the Sioux and their allies, and they held their land so effectively that famous Sioux leaders like Sitting Bull became for Americans the hated symbols of Indian resistance to government authority. “Sioux” was a name that meant “enemy” and had been fixed upon the Lakota by their own enemies. The Sioux were divided by different dialects into three groups: an eastern, a middle, and a western group, named, respectively, the Santees, the Yanktons, and the Tetons. Each of these larger language groups was made up of a number of distinctive bands. These bands ranged along the rivers, which ran generally northwest to southeast, in the region from Minnesota to what is now Montana.30


The Santees, the Sioux farthest east, were the first to clash with the Americans. By 1858, settlers moving into Minnesota had forced the Santee Sioux from their 24 million-acre territory onto a single strip of land twenty miles wide and 150 miles long, along the upper Minnesota River. No longer able to feed themselves, the Santees depended on the rations the government had promised them in exchange for their land, but the unprecedented expenses of the Civil War delayed funding for Indian appropriations.

By 1862, Santees in Minnesota were starving. After the agent charged with their care refused to provide emergency rations (one of his supporters told the Indians to “eat grass or their own dung”), the young men of the tribe fought to push whites back east across the Mississippi. They killed between four hundred and eight hundred settlers before the Minnesota militia and the U.S. Army crushed the rebellion. Angry Americans condemned the “Santee Uprising” and demanded retaliation. Military authorities sentenced 303 Indians to death by hanging. President Lincoln ultimately spared the lives of all but thirty-eight of the Indians, who were hanged on December 26, 1862, in what remains the largest mass execution in American history.31


The Santee crisis sparked a drawn-out war between the Sioux and the United States government. After the uprising, soldiers and civilians  working for the army as scouts retaliated against western Indians generally, while Santee refugees chased by the army fled west in disarray to enlist the Yankton and the Teton Sioux in their struggle. One young, mixed-race boy, later known as Ohiyesa, the Winner, recalled a helter-skelter scramble with his extended family from Minnesota across the plains and eventually across the Missouri River to Canada after hearing that his father, Many Lightnings, had been hanged for his part in the uprising. Ohiyesa was adopted by his uncle and trained as a warrior to avenge his father.32


Eastern expansion had pushed the Yankton Sioux west from their lands along the James River onto the Yankton Reservation on the eastern bank of the Missouri River in 1858. There, the Yanktons had learned to fear the soldiers stationed nearby and weren’t much interested in going to war alongside the Santees, especially after a company of soldiers was stationed at their agency, and a new block-house—a log stockade—protected area settlers while scouts deliberately murdered roving Santees.33


Farther west, the Teton Sioux were not as wary of war as the Yanktons and were willing to entertain the idea of fighting the army. They had twice as many people as the other two Sioux divisions combined and did not fear soldiers, since they had not had any contact to speak of with them. They lived west of the Missouri River, in the area around the Powder River and in the Black Hills and Big Horn Mountains, in the lands that became Dakota, Montana, and Wyoming Territories. This was an area still out of reach of eastern interlopers. The Teton Sioux included seven main groups—the Oglala, Minneconjou, Hunkpapa, Brulé, Sans Arc, Two-Kettle, and Black Foot Sioux—themselves broken down into bands. Members of these different groups interacted freely, but followed their own chiefs and camped as a unit whenever the groups came together.34


As the Santees moved west to get the Tetons to join the war against the soldiers, the soldiers followed behind them. In 1863, army troops marched west to dominate the Teton Sioux, skirmishing with Tetons on the eastern side of the Missouri River in the Dakotas. One of the warriors they fought there was Hunkpapa leader Sitting Bull. The chief was a grown man by the 1860s, famous for his utter recklessness in battle, his magnetic personality, his wisdom, and his kindness. He was  especially fond of children; his people marveled at his patience with them. Both sides suffered in the drought conditions in the Dakotas during the summer of 1863, and the skirmishes were inconclusive. In the fall, the Tetons crossed back across the Missouri, while the soldiers went into winter quarters.35


The following summer, troops crossed the Missouri River and engaged an encampment of Santees and Yanktonais—relatives of the Yanktons who had not settled onto a reservation—as well as hunting Sioux, at Killdeer Mountain in what is now North Dakota. The soldiers eventually pushed the Indians back, but soon found themselves desperately short of supplies. Their journey west toward the Yellowstone River to supply ships for water and food turned into a flight in which they were pursued by angry Sioux. Sitting Bull looked with some disdain at the army’s assault as he and his people pushed the soldiers toward the river. “Why is it the whites come to fight with us?” Sitting Bull wanted to know.36
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