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To my dear, departed friend Michael Blake, author and screenwriter, Dances with Wolves

To Bugz the wild horse, 1998–2009, guide through the Dreamtime


They say there is to be a buffalo hunt over here!

They say there is to be a buffalo hunt over here.

Make the arrows! Make the arrows!

Says the father, says the father.

—Lakota Ghost Dance song

I want to ride to the ridge where the West commences

And gaze at the moon till I lose my senses

And I can’t look at hobbles and I can’t stand fences

Don’t fence me in . . .

—Cole Porter, “Don’t Fence Me In”

“Now that we’ve met, we’ve changed.”

—from a Modoc Indian song



INTRODUCTION


For each of my books, there has been a precipitating incident that has caused me to venture into that particular story. The incidents are similar, for they involve acts of violence, the killing of people, wild animals, assaults on the land, and these acts have unfolded on a very big canvas, the American West. It is across this terrain that I see the incidents taking place, moments or months or years after they have happened; that is to say that I can literally picture them, in bas-relief, as the consequence of forces and matters that have long been in play, and when this picture begins to form, I know that the incident will become the prism through which I will tell my next story and there is no turning back.

Some time ago, while working on my book Mustang: The Saga of the Wild Horse in the American West, I learned about a strange and heartbreaking moment that had transpired outside Sitting Bull’s cabin while he was being assassinated during an attempted arrest. A horse was tethered to a railing, and at the sound of gunfire he started to “dance,” trained to do such a thing while he was in the Wild West, Buffalo Bill’s famous spectacle of which Sitting Bull was a part for four months during 1885. I couldn’t shake the image and as I began to look into it, I learned that the horse was a gift to Sitting Bull from Buffalo Bill, presented to Sitting Bull when he left the show to go home. The fact that Buffalo Bill had given Sitting Bull a horse upon his departure was significant. This was the animal that transformed the West—and was stripped from the tribes in order to vanquish them. It was a gift that Sitting Bull treasured, along with a hat that Cody had given him as well. After Sitting Bull was killed, Buffalo Bill bought the horse back from Sitting Bull’s widows and according to some accounts rode it in a parade. And then the horse disappears from the record.

It was the legend of the dancing horse that led me into the story of Sitting Bull and Buffalo Bill, for it symbolized so much. As I thought about the steed outside Sitting Bull’s dwelling as his killing was under way, a portal into something else opened up—exactly what, I was not sure of at the time, other than the fact that here was my next story, and it was calling and at some point I would head on down its trail.

Later, as I was well along this path, I came across another image. It’s now on the cover of this book, and it too captured my attention. It was taken for publicity purposes while Sitting Bull and Buffalo Bill were on tour in Montreal, and its caption was “Foes in ’76, Friends in ’85.” I began to imagine these two men on the road, Sitting Bull on that horse, crisscrossing the nation, visiting lands that once had belonged to the Lakota, appearing as “himself ” on crowded thoroughfares that were built on top of ancient paths made by animals and the people who followed them, with William F. Cody, another mythical figure of the Great Plains, reenacting wartime scenarios that had one outcome—the end of the red man and the victory of the white—leading the whole parade in a celebration of the Wild West that became the national scripture. What were the forces that brought these two men together, I wondered, and what was the nature of their alliance? Were they each trapped in a persona, a veneer that was somewhat true? And behind the myths, the projected ideas in which they were preserved, who were they in day-to-day life? Theirs was certainly an unlikely partnership, but one thing was obvious on its face. Both had names that were forever linked with the buffalo (“Sitting Bull” refers to it, something that is not readily apparent from the name itself), and both led lives that were intertwined with it. One man was “credited” with wiping out the species (though that was hardly the case) and the other was sustained by its very life. They were, in effect, two sides of the same coin; foes and then friends, just as the photo caption said. So this image too entered my consciousness; here were two American superstars, icons not just of their era and country, but for all time and around the world. What story was this picture telling and how was it connected to the dancing horse outside Sitting Bull’s cabin?

To take a close look at these matters and find out about other underpinnings of this story, I have spent much time on the plains. I have attended memorials of the anniversary of the Little Bighorn, the infamous battle from which this country has yet to recover, in which the Lakota and Cheyenne defeated Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer and his Seventh Cavalry in 1876, leading to the round-up of remaining “renegade” Indians; the flight of Sitting Bull and his people to Canada; his ultimate return as a pariah only to be blamed for the murder of Custer and then celebrated as a brave and defiant rebel. I have visited Mount Rushmore and the Crazy Horse Memorial nearby, traveled the Badlands where the remnants of the horse tribes sought refuge after the massacre at Wounded Knee, explored the terrain of William F. Cody in Cody, Wyoming, the town that he founded and which offers visitors a stay at the Irma Hotel, named after a daughter. I have visited the site of his defunct mine in Arizona, one of the ventures near the end of his life from which he could not recover. I have communed with wild horse herds that are said to be descendants of Buffalo Bill’s horses on their home turf in Wyoming, where they flourished until recent round-ups obliterated them and their history, and I have spent time with mustang herds on a sanctuary in South Dakota where descendants of cavalry horses live out their lives, and where descendants of Sitting Bull’s horses carry on in a national park nearby and where at night, under the northern lights, you can hear the thundering hooves of the ancient steeds if you get quiet and listen for the sounds behind the winds that are forever wailing.

What divided Indians and the white man is still in play. Out on the Great Plains, a staging ground for the original cataclysm, there is a face-off in North Dakota at a place called Standing Rock, where Sitting Bull was essentially a prisoner when the land became a reservation and before that lived in its environs as a free man. An oil company wants to force a pipeline through sacred lands on Indian territory and those who first dwelled there are saying no. They fear a spill that would contaminate the waters which flow nearby—the lifeblood of us all. They have been joined by thousands of Native Americans from across the country, who arrived on foot, by canoe, and on horseback. It has been the largest such gathering of the tribes in one place in America’s recorded history, and many of these tribes are historic rivals. Regardless of the outcome at Standing Rock, one thing is certain: a shift is under way.

There was another momentous occurrence, and one that will reverberate for all time. In the frontier era, when the cavalry showed up on Indian lands, terrible things were afoot. Now, thousands of veterans had come to Standing Rock in support of Native Americans.

To celebrate this union and mark a victory against the pipeline, on December 6, 2016, at the Four Prairie Knights Casino and Resort on the reservation, descendants of soldiers who had fought in the campaigns against Native Americans knelt before Lakota elders. They were in formation by rank, with Wesley Clark, Jr., son of former army general Wesley Clark, Sr., at the forefront. “Many of us, me particularly, are from the units that have hurt you over the many years,” Clark said. “We came. We fought you. We took your land. We signed treaties that we broke. We stole minerals from your sacred hills. We blasted the faces of our presidents onto your sacred mountain . . . we’ve hurt you in so many ways but we’ve come to say that we are sorry. We are at your service and we beg for your forgiveness.” In return, Chief Leonard Crow Dog offered forgiveness and chanted “world peace” and others picked up the call. “We do not own the land,” he said. “The land owns us.”

The ceremony was marked by tears—and then whoops of joy. Outside, the winter snows began to overtake the plains and soon the veterans dispersed to the four directions.

Elsewhere, atonement and forgiveness between the white and red tribes has unfolded in a quieter manner. After a prolonged battle for course correction in the ongoing discussion of who determines American history and to what end, the U.S. Board of Geographic Names recently voted to change the name of Harney Peak in the Black Hills of South Dakota—“the heart of all there is” for the Lakota—to Black Elk Peak. This highest peak east of the Rockies was where Black Elk had his famous vision about a mythological figure known as White Buffalo Calf Woman, a dream that revealed the role of the buffalo and the horse and the four directions in the life of his people and showed how all these elements were woven together. The peak where it came to him was not the place where he had his vision (he was a young boy, at home), but the place to which his spirit traveled while experiencing it. As it happened, the site later became known to white people for something else—the Massacre at Blue Water, in which a number of Brule women and children had been killed in 1855, and it was named for General William S. Harney, who led the assault. Yet that incident didn’t happen in South Dakota. It occurred in Nebraska.

The name change is significant. Black Elk was the second cousin of Crazy Horse, and he participated in the Battle of the Little Bighorn as a young boy. Later he fulfilled the vision that transported him to that mountain peak, and he became a medicine man. His teachings were passed on in Black Elk Speaks, regarded by leaders of many denominations as one of the great works of spiritual import. When the sacred hoop of his kind had been broken, when the Great Plains were no longer limitless and the circle that linked all elements and all living things was severed, he joined the Wild West and traveled the world with Buffalo Bill. “Pahaska had a strong heart,” Black Elk said when Cody passed away, invoking the native name meaning “Long Hair” which many Lakota Indians used for both Buffalo Bill and Custer. It is a statement that many do not know or have forgotten.

In a recent ceremony to mark the transfiguration of the peak, two families gathered in a circle at a nearby trailhead. They were seventh-generation descendants of the general’s family and the family of the chief whose people were wiped out. The rite was organized by Oglala Lakota Basil Brave Heart so that members of the general’s family could apologize to members of the chief’s, and to seek forgiveness and healing. In turn, members of the chief’s family were there to publicly forgive and support the reconciliation offered by the renaming. The event had been several years in the making, involving many talks between the families, prayer walks, and facing down a range of anger and resentment in both communities. In fact, the renaming was something that few believed would happen.

When the ceremony at Black Elk Peak concluded, members of the families smoked the peace pipe and embraced, planning to continue acts of public healing between whites and Native Americans, culminating in a long-needed event at Wounded Knee. “Foes in ’76, Friends in ’85”—the slogan deployed for the partnership of Sitting Bull and Buffalo Bill—could have been the caption for a photograph of the ceremony at Black Elk Peak, with only a change of numbers. It would seem that America has embarked on the painful and necessary journey of healing our original sin—the betrayal of Native Americans. This is the fault line that runs through the national story, and perhaps the brief time that Sitting Bull and Buffalo Bill were together can serve as a foundation upon which this rift can be repaired.

And now, let us return to their final connection—the horse that Cody gave to Sitting Bull after his last performance in the Wild West. A while ago, I called Chief Arvol Looking Horse to seek his insight into this matter. He is the Nineteenth-Generation Keeper of the Sacred White Buffalo Pipe for the Lakota Indians, which was given to his people by the woman in Black Elk’s vision. He has led ceremony regarding environmental and other sacred concerns at Standing Rock, the United Nations, and elsewhere. I had met him several years earlier at a wild horse preservation event in Las Vegas; at its conclusion, everyone in attendance joined him in a prayer circle in a ballroom at the South Point Hotel, hotels and their ballrooms with garish chandeliers being the location of many such events because they are among the central gathering places of our time. “What was the symbolism of the dancing horse outside Sitting Bull’s cabin?” I asked him in our phone conversation. “Was he responding to the sound of the gunfire, as the story goes?” There was a long silence and I hesitated to break it. After a few moments, this is what he said: “It was the horse taking the bullets,” he told me. “That’s what they did.”

Not everyone believes that the horse danced. But I do. And that’s how I came to write this book, and perhaps after reading it, you’ll have your own thoughts about what happened on a winter’s dawn of 1890 and all of the matters and forces that preceded it.



CHAPTER ONE


In Which Public Enemy Number One Comes Home

In 1839, artist George Catlin presented the first “Wild West” show in London, Brussels, and Paris. He had been painting Native Americans for years, investing all of his time and money into his obsession, traveling up and down the Missouri River and deep into the Great Plains, making portraits of various members of forty-eight different tribes. His gallery of Indians—he called it “Nature’s dignitaries”—was admired by some and excoriated by others. Regardless of reception, he was determined to bring the plight of Native Americans to the world outside theirs, and to that end, he was now on the brink of ruin. His visits to the royal courts of England and Europe were an attempt to stave off the end—for him and the Indians he so revered. There was more sympathy for the aboriginals of America in these foreign lands than there was at home, and he felt that if he could bring his portraits alive, that would seal the argument for the preservation of the natives. At first, he hired local boys to don costumes and feathers from his own collection and adorn themselves in war paint and whoop it up in war dances before audiences of elite citizens and artists and monarchs. The performances were an instant success. He was soon joined by several groups of Indians—including twenty-one Ojibway and fourteen Iowa—who had been touring Europe with promoters. He hired them to reenact dances, hunts, and even scalpings, to the delight of many. But others wondered why the Indians would succumb to displays of this nature, and criticized the theatrical presentations as exploitive. The shows were becoming an entire scene unto themselves. In addition to reenacting their lives on the plains, the Indians posed for photographs and they were plied with gifts such as woolen blankets and various trinkets, all of which they would take home, and thus were the seeds of modern celebrity culture planted and scattered. Across Europe, women were taken with the “noble” savages, and later, it was said that in Paris, after Buffalo Bill’s shows, some women were overcome, and would head directly to the cast encampments, wanting to touch the natives in backstage meet-and-greets, hoping that the Indians’ sexual energy would be transferred.

Certainly a range of experiences was had by all, but the Indians had their reasons for participating in the spectacles, including the desire to meet with kings and queens and talk about encroachment on their lands. In some cases, they were able to have those conversations, to no avail. The wars against the Indian were hardly slowing back in America; in fact they were escalating, to ease for only a few years during internecine warfare between white men during the Civil War. And alas, poor George Catlin’s situation did not improve at all. The cost of renting halls, traversing Europe with eight tons of paintings and artifacts, and taking care of his Indian entourage along with his own family (which included his wife, three daughters, and a son) only added to his financial distress. In 1845, his wife, Clara contracted pneumonia and died. The Ojibway got smallpox; two died and the others returned to the Great Plains. A year later, his three-year-old son died of typhoid fever. Catlin returned to America, bereft and broke. Yet his shows paved the way for Buffalo Bill and his spectacles of the Wild West, and it was through these shows that the American dreamtime was amplified, advanced, and came to live forever.
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After the Battle of the Little Bighorn in 1876, Sitting Bull and his people were hounded and hunted for years. They found refuge in Canada, finally returning to the Great Plains five years later when the buffalo began to vanish in Canada as they already had in the United States. There was also another problem: Sitting Bull’s renegade Hunkpapa band of Lakota Sioux had lost the protection of the Canadian government, which had succumbed to pressure from American officials, sending the Indians south, across what Indians called the Medicine Line, into their homeland, where they became prisoners of war.

“Sitting Bull Surrenders!” announced newspapers across the land, trumpeting the news that Public Enemy Number One had been captured and America should no longer fear the man who single-handedly killed Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer on the Little Bighorn battlefield. It was of no consequence that Sitting Bull did not participate in the final siege; Crazy Horse, the other leader of the assault on the Seventh Cavalry, had already been killed, and it mattered only that Sitting Bull, the remaining figurehead, had been rendered powerless.

Yet there was a weapon in his arsenal that his captors could never take: his fame. While in Canada as a fugitive, his fame only increased. He had many admirers there and few detractors. In the States, he had a lot of both, and the numbers would only increase exponentially over the years. Sitting Bull was well aware of how he was perceived, both inside and outside his tribe. At the time of his return he knew that the American government had dedicated much time and effort to his capture; he knew that he and his band of Hunkpapas were the last holdouts—or “hostiles”—on the plains, and that therefore his homecoming would be of significant note. Yet like anyone giving up his freedom, especially a wanted and presumed killer, his fear was that he would be locked up or assassinated—or at best, promised things that the government would never deliver, lied to as the wasichu (white man) had done to his people over and over again since the first treaties had been signed and broken. He was right on all three counts. But he could not have known that his stature would soon lead to a starring role in a traveling road show, of all things, making his name instantly recognizable around the world for many years to come, long after the Lakota and all other North American tribes had been subdued and confined to reservations.

Fort Buford was the most important military outpost on the northern plains during the Indian wars of the nineteenth century. Located at the confluence of the Missouri and Yellowstone Rivers, it was the major supply depot for military field operations. Much pomp and circumstance had been organized for all manner of visitors at this fort. Yet oddly, for a man who was so notorious among white people, and so revered within his own tribe, Sitting Bull’s arrival there was not marked by fanfare or tribute, as would have befitted an officially arranged moment involving a high-ranking figure giving up his freedom. In fact, it was as if a beggar or some sort of wastrel had wandered in with his compadres, looking for food and shelter. If you hadn’t heard that Sitting Bull and his people were coming in, the sight at Fort Buford on July 19, 1881, might have made you avert your eyes in shame or gaze in wonderment and horror at the wreckage. The weather seemed to match the dismal truth of the occasion. It was dull and windy, according to reports, and the sky was overcast. Six guards waited at a corner of the parade ground, and groups of soldiers and civilians gathered outside the post store. Major David H. Brotherton, the commanding officer of the Seventh Infantry, stood outside the entrance to his office. From the north, past the parade ground, columns of mounted Lakota and soldiers approached. The Lakota ponies were gaunt, reports said, and they contrasted with the well-fed cavalry horses next to them. The columns were followed by six wagons carrying women and children, and a number of carts carrying baggage from their camp. The carts, wrote Dennis C. Pope in Sitting Bull: Prisoner of War, “made a screeching noise that could be heard from afar, with the wheels running on ungreased axles that sounded like fingernails being scratched across a pane of glass.” The high-pitched and unnatural chord was a haunting accompaniment to the moment.

All together, there were 188 Lakota men, women, and children coming in that day. Their clothing was rotten and falling apart, and some were covered only in dirty blankets. As a pair of men at the head of the procession approached, the gathered watchers were transfixed. Next to the Indian trader Jean-Louis Légaré rode Sitting Bull, the formidable man who was said to have killed Custer, the cavalry star, now in tatters and starving; a man who drew power from his namesake, the buffalo, but also from wolf and horse and eagle, and rock and cave and wind, now beaten down and ill. He was wearing a threadbare calico shirt, plain black leggings, and wrapped around his waist was an old woolen blanket. A calico bandanna was wrapped around his head, pulled low over his eyes to protect them from the light, as he was suffering from an eye infection. Reports noted that his attire was among the shabbiest in the entire procession, and it added to the pity and disbelief that some onlookers felt as he passed by. But they did not know that for Sitting Bull, his dress that day was something of a choice; it would not have befitted a Lakota leader to look better than his people, and while he could have donned feathers or perhaps even a war bonnet, he did not, and the fact that his appearance was misunderstood by his captors was just the umpteenth item in a never-ending list of things that the wasichu did not know and would never know about the Indian. Still, Sitting Bull was clearly a man who needed food, clothing, and shelter, along with the others in his band, and that was why they were there.

It was a strange turnabout for the Hunkpapa chief. Beyond the fact that coming in marked the end of nomadic life for his people, Sitting Bull was bringing it to a halt at a place he had nearly dismantled. As a warrior he had often laid siege to Fort Buford, leading his men in a series of attacks during the 1860s, years before the battle at the Little Bighorn. The assaults often kept soldiers pinned inside, and during one particular siege, on December 23, 1866, the Hunkpapas almost took over the fort, commandeering the sawmill and the icehouse. On the following morning, Sitting Bull taunted the soldiers, singing to them while beating time on a large saw.

What he thought about having to give himself up at Fort Buford we do not know; most likely, he would have had the same thoughts about the turn of events no matter where it had transpired. Yet the closing of the circle would not have been lost on Sitting Bull, and perhaps it steeled his resolve against what was about to happen; later some of his surrendering remarks caused concern among authorities, who took them as statements of defiance rather than capitulation or simply a desire for his old life.

As his band entered the grounds of the fort, he rode in front of the column, along with other leaders such as Four Horns, White Dog, Spotted Eagle, High as the Clouds, Bone Tomahawk, and Red Thunder. They stopped in front of Major Brotherton, and Sitting Bull shook hands with the commanding officer. “Today I am home,” he said. “The land under my feet is mine again. I never sold it; I never gave it to anyone.” He explained that he had left the Black Hills in 1876 because he had wanted to raise his family in peace. He was returning, he said, because he knew that one of his daughters was being held at a nearby fort. “And now I want to make a bargain with the Grandfather,” he continued, using the Indian term for the president. “I want to have witnesses on both sides.” So a council was arranged for the following morning—the act of official surrender with all of the ritual required.

For now, his men laid down their guns before the soldiers. Sitting Bull held on to his Winchester, planning to relinquish it during the ceremony on the next day. Then they gave up their horses. “My boy,” he said, turning to his son Crow Foot, “if you live, you will never be a man in this world, because you can never have a gun or pony.” And then he began to sing: A warrior I have been. Now it is all over. A hard time I have. The spontaneous keening may have startled the soldiers, and any reader of these pages who has heard such anguished chanting at Indian powwows or elsewhere has felt its power. It would have been clear that Sitting Bull was wracked with feeling, even though the wasichu did not understand the particular words. Of course the Lakota did, and the outpouring was not unusual. Such songs were traditional among the Lakota, utterances of the emotion that underscored significant events or acts. To the Indians, it might have been strange if Sitting Bull did not utter an elegy at this time. He was known for his ability in this regard, and this chant may explain why some would turn to him for help when composing their own fugues and celebrations.

Later that day, the Hunkpapas set up their camp. It was declared off limits to outsiders, as curious soldiers and their family members tried to have a moment with Sitting Bull, besieging him with requests for a handshake, an autograph, or just an acknowledgment. The admiration was a sign of things to come, and it grew over time, fraught with motives, and it would give him leverage in certain negotiations and it would also aggravate old rivalries. Now, as night fell, the Indians retreated to their tipis. Their years of flight were over, yet they probably did not rest easy, for there were no plans for their future—or at least any that had been made known to them. The next day broke gray again. Shortly before eleven in the morning, an army official entered the camp and told Sitting Bull that the time had come. Sitting Bull and Crow Foot led the way across the parade ground toward Major Brotherton’s quarters. They were flanked by the other chiefs and headmen and they were all followed by thirty-two Lakota warriors. Sitting Bull was still wearing the attire in which he had returned, and the old kerchief was still wrapped around his head, nearly covering his eyes. The Indians were escorted into Major Brotherton’s parlor, where they were greeted by a small group of soldiers and civilians, including the major, other army officials, a representative of the Northwest Mounted Police from Canada who had ridden in the night before, the trader Légaré, who had taken care of Sitting Bull north of the Medicine Line and then convinced him to return, an interpreter, and a reporter from the St. Paul Pioneer Press. Sitting Bull shook hands with all of them except Major Guido Ilges, a Prussian Civil War hero who had made a name for himself hunting down Apaches and who had also imprisoned Sitting Bull’s father long ago.

The pivotal moment approached. Still carrying his rifle, Sitting Bull took a seat next to Major Brotherton. Then he lay down the Winchester, placing it on the floor between his feet. A few seconds of silence passed. The major broke it, as a translator relayed his remarks in Lakota. He explained existing policy toward those natives who had already surrendered and he told the new arrivals that they would soon be sent down the river to Fort Yates. This was a bit of good news; there they would be reunited with family members and friends, some of whom they had not seen since the days after the Battle of the Little Bighorn, when many surrendered shortly after, knowing that even though the Indians had been victorious, it was the beginning of the end, and others, sensing the same thing but thinking and hoping they could outrun it, became fugitives.

Major Brotherton continued to explain how things would work now that Sitting Bull and his people were wards of the U.S. government. It was simple, generic, and stifling. They were advised to behave in such a manner that no harm would come their way, and if they did as they were told, they would be treated well. The Hunkpapas indicated their approval, except for Sitting Bull, who made no such acknowledging sound or gesture.

Major Brotherton now turned to the chief and asked him to speak. Sitting Bull remained characteristically silent for several minutes and then began. First he made a short speech to the Lakotas. It was not translated and there is no record of it. Did he give them a prelude of what he was about to say? Tell them not to worry—about tomorrow and the next day and the next? When the time seemed right, he turned to Crow Foot, telling him to pick up the gun and give it to the major. “I surrender this rifle to you through my young son,” he said, addressing all of the officers, “whom I now desire to teach in this manner that he has become a friend of the Americans. I wish him to learn the habits of the whites and to be educated as their sons are educated. I wish it to be remembered that I was the last man of my tribe to surrender my rifle.”

It was a statement that had to hang in the air, perhaps satisfying some of the soldiers, or giving pause to others. “The last man of my tribe to surrender my rifle”—what must they have thought when Sitting Bull said this? Did anyone hold back a sigh, a tear? Were some proud of their part in this play? And what of Sitting Bull himself? Which powers did he call on to get through this moment? Was it all of the animal tribes, all four directions, was it his ancestors, or was it buffalo only, the disappearing creature of endurance and strength? Somehow, on he declaimed, stripped of firepower and method of escape, asserting rights, asking for things, and trying to help certain friends. “This is my country,” he said, “and I don’t wish to be compelled to give it up. My heart is very sad at having to leave the Grandmother’s country. She has been a friend to me, but I want our children to grow up in our native country.” He then inquired about the possibility of continuing to trade with Légaré, and expressed his desire to visit two of his friends on the other side of the line—Major James Morrow Walsh and Captain Alexander MacDonnell—whenever he wished. He added that he hoped to have all of his people live together on one reservation on the Little Missouri River south of the line in their home territory. This meant that the people who were left behind during this final trek as well as those who were already confined on the Standing Rock Reservation—one of several government zones for the Lakota, each with its own army fort—would all be permitted to reconvene in one place. “You own this ground with me,” he said, “and we must try and help each other.”

In the end, regardless of the relinquishment of his weapon and ponies, and the simple fact that he was inside the gates of Fort Buford, it was as if Sitting Bull had not really surrendered, the reporter from the Pioneer Press wrote on the following day, and among many there was puzzlement, confusion, and fear. For the man who was thought to have killed Custer did not seem contrite, and some thought he might be indicted and tried for murder. In the newspapers, there was no discussion of the fact that Major Brotherton had denied most of Sitting Bull’s requests, but he did agree to send scouts to escort the Hunkpapas who were still on the trail back to Fort Buford without incident.

After the meeting, the warriors stopped at the quartermaster’s station and were each given a blanket. Later that day, there was another gesture of benevolence from the army: blankets were issued to the women and children and the men who had not attended the council. But the blankets were hardly enough for the destitute natives, as even officials at the fort recognized. The major sent a telegraph to headquarters, asking for three dollars per person to purchase clothing for the band. The request was sent up through channels to the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which declined it; due to the moneys already given to the hostiles who had surrendered months earlier, there were no funds left in the coffers. Clothing was then purchased for the Hunkpapas from the post traders on credit, and the War Department picked up the tab of $825.91. In their new garments, the Indians had some measure of protection against the elements, and the mood among the band seemed to lighten.

Over the next nine days, a parade of visitors made its way to the native encampment. Some simply wanted to be friends with the vanquished men and women. Others wanted souvenirs and to hobnob with Sitting Bull. A cottage industry in moccasins and saddles erupted and the Indians purchased more supplies from the trading post. It was good business for all concerned, another sign of the strange new path that natives and wasichus were now following, and further indication of Sitting Bull’s budding star power.

On July 29, a week and a half after their arrival at Fort Buford, Sitting Bull and his band of Hunkpapas were transferred to Fort Yates, south of Buford, down the Missouri River, near the present-day border with South Dakota. Fort Yates presided over the Standing Rock Agency, and there the Indians would be reunited with their relatives. That morning after breakfast, the women packed up the encampment and took down the tipis. Then the men, women, and children boarded the General Sherman, a stern-wheeler that regularly plied the waterways of the frontier, carrying soldiers and civilians.

It’s hard to imagine now, but steamboats—those stately and seemingly harmless vessels associated mainly with Mark Twain—were a common sight in the region, deepening the siege that horses had permitted the cavalry to make, allowing the wasichu to put the squeeze on Native Americans on land and water at the same time.

Most likely, Sitting Bull and many of his followers had seen steamers like this before, but none had traveled on any, and once on board they would have trouble navigating such things as stairs. As the Sherman headed downriver, Major Brotherton dashed off a telegram to General Alfred Howe Terry, a revered Civil War general and military commander of the Dakota Territory. “Steamer Sherman left here for Standing Rock at six forty-five a.m.,” it said, “with Sitting Bull and 187 of his people. Sent an escort of seventy under command of Captain Clifford, seventh Infantry. No trouble.”

About 150 miles into the journey, the Sherman docked near Fort Stevenson for the evening. The women found wood and prepared dinner. Later, some of the Indians sang traditional songs until it was time to retire. As guards watched over them, the band slept under the stars, each covered in his or her army-issued blanket. The next morning, the women made breakfast, and then everyone reboarded the Sherman.

The next stop was Bismarck, the first white man’s city that the Hunkpapas had seen. Here was the kind of fanfare that would soon greet Sitting Bull in many places, with citizens lining the shore for a close look at the famous captive. In this case, elaborate plans were afoot. Town dignitaries and officials of the Northern Pacific Railway had cooked up a gala event to welcome the Indians, and it seems that they must have been told to dress for the occasion. Now, contrary to how they looked upon surrender, many of the prominent Hunkpapas were wearing their most decorative clothing. But Sitting Bull continued to present himself with humility. He was wearing blue leggings, the reporter from the Pioneer Press later wrote, a dirty white shirt with three red stripes on each sleeve, and moccasins with little beadwork. His hair was in three braids, and his face and neck were streaked with red paint. His eyes were still painful, and to protect them he wore steel-rimmed goggles that were tinted green. On the little and second fingers of each hand he wore brass rings. He carried his pipe bag in one hand, and with the other he fanned himself with a large hawk’s-wing fan.

When the Indians disembarked, they were each given two days of rations. Sitting Bull and some of the other headmen were separated from the band, and they were whisked away to a nearby train—the very thing that they had fought for years to keep out of their territory. There they were introduced to B. D. Vermilye, the personal secretary to the general manager of the Northern Pacific Railway, and Captain C. W. Batchelor, one of the principal owners of the Yellowstone Line. They explained to Sitting Bull that everyone would be attending a reception in his honor. He would meet the leading citizens of Bismarck and there would be a dinner. “We’re traveling by rail to the Sheridan House,” Vermilye explained, pointing to a plush railcar that would carry the party to downtown Bismarck. But it was the locomotive that seemed to interest Sitting Bull, wrote Bill Yenne in his book about the chief, and Vermilye told the engineer to steam it up and move it. To the secretary’s puzzlement, Sitting Bull declined the offer for a ride, saying that he would rather walk to the hotel. Vermilye convinced him to head to the reception in an army ambulance drawn by a team of mules.

Sitting Bull sat in the front, along with Captain Batchelor and the driver. Behind them were the rest of the party, including Sitting Bull’s sister Good Feather, his uncle Four Horns, White Dog, Scarlet Thunder, High-as-the-Clouds, and Bone Tomahawk, as well as the interpreter, Vermilye, and a guard. When the other Indians saw that their leaders had gotten into an ambulance, they panicked and began wailing, fearing that the chiefs were being taken to prison. Soldiers rushed in with their rifles, trying to control the crowd. Sitting Bull immediately stood up in the ambulance and addressed his people. His remarks were not recorded; he calmed them down, and the ambulance headed to the reception.

Outside of the Sheridan House, several hundred people had gathered. Inside, Captain Batchelor escorted Sitting Bull and his group to a cushioned parlor upstairs. Chairs had been placed in a semicircle and everyone took a seat, with Sitting Bull in the center, and the armed guard behind him. He took out his pipe, lit it, and began to smoke. As he talked with some of the wasichu, he occasionally fanned himself. The other Hunkpapas talked with one another and occasionally laughed. As the event progressed, various people in the room approached Sitting Bull and asked for his autograph, including Captain Batchelor. During his exile in Canada, Sitting Bull had learned to write his name in English, reportedly to accommodate people who asked for souvenirs even then. He had become quite proficient at using a pencil. By all accounts, he warmed to this occasion in Bismarck.

It was just a prelude of festivities to come throughout the day. Soon the group headed downstairs, back into the ambulance, and over to the Merchants Hotel for a banquet. They were followed through the streets by large crowds, who pressed in outside the hotel windows once Sitting Bull and the other Indians were inside, hoping to get a good view of the event. The hotel owners had prepared a meal “as if for the Queen of England,” said the Bismarck Tribune. To the surprise of their hosts, the Hunkpapas knew how to use knives and forks; they had learned such skills in Canada. Sitting Bull ate slowly, the newspaper would report the next day, stopping often to fan himself. The serving of ice cream for dessert was a great puzzlement for the Indians, who wondered how the wasichu could cook something so cold in such hot weather.

As the banquet concluded, Sitting Bull gave Captain Batchelor his pipe and Vermilye his goggles. The Indians then headed back to their encampment, and the guests at the hotel toasted the occasion with fine wine. The Hunkpapas who were not at the dinner had been having their own celebration as well. During the three hours that Sitting Bull was gone, they had eaten most of their two days’ ration of food. After years of flight and deprivation, and now, uncertainty about where they were going, the seemingly large supply of sustenance must have been a relief, if only for a moment.

Back on board the Sherman, a group of prominent citizens was waiting to meet Sitting Bull. With the interpreter translating, the famous Indian was introduced to each one of them. One of the guests was Miss Emma Bentley, who presented Sitting Bull with a California pear, Yenne noted. He took it, retrieved his knife and cut off a piece, tasted it, and liked it. In return, he removed a ring from his finger and placed it on one of Miss Bentley’s, folding her hand over it.

It was the kind of gesture that Sitting Bull would become known for, and for which he was already known within his band. The fact that he had so charmed Miss Bentley was not lost on the other women in attendance, or the men, and it only added to his appeal. For him, the soiree that night overturned his every expectation. It wasn’t that he was surprised by what the white man was capable of; rather he began to learn the ways of the enemy. Beyond the fact that he did not trust them, he now realized that plenty of things were available once he was inside their world. Among his own people, he never wavered from his desire to get to Washington and sit down with the Grandfather. He would raise this subject from time to time with his captors, and in a few years he would discuss the idea with Buffalo Bill. For now, he was an imprisoned guest at the white man’s party, asked to pay tribute to the Iron Horse, whose rails were now traversing and binding the frontier. While he may have liked the attention, he also understood its source. When the gala concluded, he and his headmen headed back to the Sherman, and boarded it along with the rest of the Hunkpapas for the next leg of the trip. At 6 p.m., a band on board struck up a festive tune. The celebration continued as the steamer traveled down the Missouri toward Fort Yates.

Debarking there the next day, August 1, Sitting Bull was greeted by his old associate Running Antelope. For the first time since his return, Sitting Bull broke down and cried. Later that day, he was reunited with his daughter, and they cried together. The Lakotas began to settle in at their new home, and almost immediately after his arrival Sitting Bull tried to get permission for a trip to Washington. When he surrendered in Canada and agreed to return to the Dakota Territory, he had been told by one of the officials that President James Garfield would indeed receive him in the White House. But by the time Sitting Bull arrived at Fort Yates, Garfield had been assassinated and Chester A. Arthur, the new president, “refused to allow the savage who was responsible for the slaughter of Custer to go to Washington,” according to an army memo. In response, Sitting Bull sent a letter to President Arthur. It vacillated between defiance and capitulation and hope, and indicated that he was coming to a rapid understanding of his circumstances. “I wish that the Great Father would furnish me with farming implements,” he concluded, “so that I can till the ground.”

It was the plea of a man who was now concerned with the survival of his people, and very soon he would indeed become a farmer. But that would not happen at Fort Yates. A few weeks after the Lakotas had been living there, some cartridges were found in Sitting Bull’s lodgings. There was to be no ammunition among the Indians and authorities at the fort began making arrangements to remove Sitting Bull and his band to Fort Randall, a more remote location where the isolation, it was believed, would help to control the Hunkpapas. Sitting Bull was not told of the plan until it was implemented, on the 10th of September. The white man had now broken another promise, for he had been told there would be no more removals. Once again, he and his band were ordered to board the Sherman, harried up the gangway at gunpoint. The lone Indian who refused, his nephew One Bull, was butted with a rifle between the shoulders, and sent sprawling. He got up and boarded the ship, and the Hunkpapas and soldiers headed downriver, this time for a week-long trip of four hundred miles to their new home near the present-day border of South Dakota and Nebraska.

There was no celebration on board and the riverbanks were not lined with admirers. Each night, the Indians left the steamer, set up camp, prepared dinner, slept, and returned in the morning to resume the journey. To the Hunkpapas’ solace, no doubt, a different sort of tribute awaited them as the Sherman steamed past the Cheyenne River Agency. In anticipation of the passing, a large group of Lakotas had assembled on the riverbanks. “The most violent demonstrations of grief occurred,” a newspaper reported. A few days earlier, 120 “ex-hostiles” from the Standing Rock Agency had been transferred to Cheyenne River. When they got word that Sitting Bull was in the vicinity, they had converged on the shores to demonstrate their high regard for the old leader. The display must have had an unsettling effect on the soldiers, and it was further indication that Sitting Bull must be closely watched and controlled. Meanwhile, amid the turmoil and sadness of the journey, one of Sitting Bull’s wives, Four Robes, gave birth to a baby girl.

[image: Image]

Life at Fort Randall was not as dire as Sitting Bull had expected, perhaps because it soon became clear that this was to be the final stop for the Hunkpapas, at least for a while. Sitting Bull had seemed finally to accept his fate. He asked to be supplied with wagons, plows, white-man clothing, horses, and cattle. The Hunkpapas were not quite ready for the implements of the new life that was planned for them, it was determined. All of these things would come in due time.

For now, the captives were to wait things out with little to do. They were guarded by the Twenty-fifth Infantry, one of four black regiments in the army, also known as “Buffalo Soldiers” because their curly hair resembled that of the buffalo. Although Sitting Bull had to live right next door to the fort, as opposed to farther away from it on the reservation grounds, he seemed to accept even that as the days and weeks and months unfolded. His statements appeared to be more conciliatory, though he continued to try to contact the White House, pressing for a visit.

Meanwhile, his celebrity status continued to increase, and he was besieged with visitors as well as mail from across the country and from foreign lands. There were requests for Sitting Bull’s pipe, knife, tomahawk, and his autograph. He rarely replied unless the letters included a dollar. According to historian Stanley Vestal, he spent the income on paint and tobacco, “and other little luxuries at the post trader’s.” By now, his stardom was indelible. Offers from the many dime museums that were popping up across the country in the mid-1880s began to pour in. Circuses and road shows also wanted the popular chief. Major James McLaughlin, the agent in charge of Fort Randall, rejected all of the proposals. He was concerned that should Sitting Bull embark on any venture that made him even more famous, he would be impossible to control when he returned. In addition McLaughlin was rapidly becoming a nemesis of Sitting Bull’s. Not only did he dictate the Hunkpapas’ daily schedules—they followed army protocol, with reveille and so on throughout the day—but he also seemed to have it in for the leader, who represented everything that McLaughlin was not. Like many soldiers and settlers on the plains, McLaughlin was married to an Indian and was no stranger to their ways. Yet his interpretation of those ways was often inaccurate—or shaped by his own desires. And he firmly believed that if the Hunkpapas were to survive, they must succumb to the new order. Inside that order, he believed, it was necessary to relinquish any vestiges of the world from which they came.

But for the moment, he was fighting a losing battle. It was precisely Sitting Bull’s stature as a man who would not give in, a rebel who had held his own against the U.S. army, that rendered him all the more popular, enabling him to remain an outsider and, in McLaughlin’s view, cause trouble at Standing Rock. In the summer of 1883, the Northern Pacific Railway was planning to drive the last spike of its transcontinental route across the northern plains, in Gold Creek, Montana. It was decided that it would be advantageous to have an Indian chief at the ceremony in nearby Bismarck, adding to the glamour of the day. Of course, the choice was Sitting Bull, and perhaps because the event involved railroad officials, McLaughlin consented. On September 8, Sitting Bull arrived, accompanied by an army chaperone who spoke Lakota and worked with him to prepare a speech. They rode at the head of a parade, and according to some accounts, Sitting Bull carried the American flag. Then they took their places on the speakers’ platform. Sitting Bull was introduced and began delivering his speech—in his native language. But he had changed the text. “I hate all the white people,” he said. “You are thieves and liars. You have taken away our land and made us outcasts.” The young officer was taken aback. And on Sitting Bull declaimed, “pausing occasionally for applause,” as Dee Brown recounted in Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, and then “he bowed, smiled, and uttered a few more insults.” After he sat down, the interpreter stood up, and presented his translation, which was a short speech with a few friendly phrases. He added some “well-worn Indian metaphors,” Brown wrote, and the audience gave Sitting Bull a standing ovation. Did he and his chaperone exchange a look at that moment? Or later, on the way back to Standing Rock, did they have some words or maybe even a laugh? All we can say for sure is that Sitting Bull had carried out a stealth campaign from inside what was essentially a jail. It belied the serious expression that is captured in the few photographs bearing his image. Clearly, here was a man who could smuggle in a joke and, at the same time, acquire new admirers at events of import.

Pressing his campaign to meet the president, Sitting Bull often asked McLaughlin if he could visit Eastern cities. He refused, until the day that he didn’t, believing that if he could impress Sitting Bull with the advantages of city life, the chief would then be able to convince his people to accept American-style education and take up farming. In 1884, McLaughlin took Sitting Bull to St. Paul for ten days. He gave him a grand tour of factories, stores, churches, banks, theaters, a cigar plant, and the local firehouse. At the plant, Sitting Bull made “some very significant puffs,” a reporter would write. At the Pioneer Press office, workers acquainted Sitting Bull with “the telephone eavesdropping racket.” In admiration, he is said to have grunted “Waukon,” which translated as “the devil.” At the firehouse, Sitting Bull was taken by the sound of the clanging bell and asked if he could ring it. Everywhere he went, admirers turned out to greet him, offering gifts and ribbons and artificial flowers, and introducing him to their occupations and endeavors.

The tour of St. Paul continued throughout that week. Sitting Bull was taken to the Grand Opera House, for instance, for a performance of Muldoon’s Picnic. On March 19, he went to the Olympic Theater to see the Arlington and Fields Combination—“combination” was a term for “repertory”—billed as “the greatest aggregation of talent” ever to appear in St. Paul. From a prominent seat in Box B, he watched the Wertz Brothers perform acrobatics, heard Allie Jackson sing a medley of songs, and saw Flynn and Sarsfield in a minstrel act.

But what impressed him the most—and would become a pivotal moment in his life—was Annie Oakley and her shooting routine. She began her performance by bounding onstage and snuffing out a candle with a bullet from her rifle. She continued to snuff burning candles with gunshots, and proceeded to blow corks off bottle tops and cigarettes from her husband Frank Butler’s mouth. For the next few days, Sitting Bull dispatched messengers to Annie, asking if she would come see him. She was busy preparing for a shooting match and did not want to miss it, so she declined, lest she forfeit her entry fee. Money was important to the sharpshooter, and when Sitting Bull began offering it, she responded more positively. At first, he sent $65 to her room, asking for a photo. “This amused me,” Annie later said, “so I sent him back his money and a photograph, with my love, and a message to say I would call the following morning. I did so, and the old man was so pleased with me, he insisted upon adopting me, and I was then and there christened ‘Watanya Cicilla,’ or ‘Little Sure Shot.’ ”
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