

  [image: frn_fig_001]








  
Scalp Dance










  Also by the author:




  Black Flag




  Bloody Dawn


  








  
Scalp Dance




  Indian Warfare on the High Plains 1865–1879




  Thomas Goodrich




  [image: frn_fig_002]







  



  Copyright © 1997 by Thomas Goodrich




  First published in paperback in 2002 by




  [image: frn_fig_003]




  5067 Ritter Road




  Mechanicsburg, PA 17055




  www.stackpolebooks.com




  All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. All inquiries should be addressed to Stackpole Books, 5067 Ritter Road, Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania 17055.




  Cover illustration: The Custer Fight by William Herbert Dunton. Courtesy of the Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney Trust, Buffalo Bill Historical Center in Cody, Wyoming.




  Cover design by Tracy Patterson.




  Printed in the United States of America




  Distributed by




  NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK.




  FIRST EDITION




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  Goodrich, Th.




  Scalp dance: Indian warfare on the high plains / Thomas Goodrich.—1st ed.




  p. cm.




  Originally published: c1997.




  Includes bibliographical references and index.




  ISBN 0-8117-2907-9 (pbk.)




  1. Indians of North America—Wars—1866–1865. 2. Indians of North America—Wars—1866–1895—Personal narratives. 3. Indians of North America—Wars—Great Plains. 4. Indians of North America—Warfare—Great Plains. 5. Indians of North America—Great Plains—History—19th century. I. Title.





  E83.866 .G65 2002




  978—dc21




  2002017014











  To DONALD DANKER




  Professor Emeritus, Washburn University







  Indian warfare is, of all warfare, the most dangerous, the most trying, and the most thankless. Not recognized by the high authority of the United States Senate as war, it still possesses for you the disadvantages of civilized warfare, with all the horrible accompaniments that barbarians can invent and savages execute. In it you are required to serve without the incentive to promotion or recognition; in truth, without favor or hope of reward.




  —Captain Charles King
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Introduction





  In the summer of 1846 young Francis Parkman of Boston and Harvard traveled across the High Plains with the object of “observing the Indian character” in preparation for writing a multi-volumed account of the rise and fall of the French empire in North America, a work destined to become the greatest narrative history ever produced by an American author. On a June afternoon Parkman and his companions came upon a Sioux encampment along Horse Creek, a tributary of the Platte River in what is now Colorado. He described the scene in The Oregon Trail, published in 1849:






   On the farther bank stood a large and strong man, nearly naked, holding a white horse by a long cord, and eyeing us as we approached. This was the chief . . . called “Old Smoke.” Just behind him, his youngest and favorite squaw sat astride a fine mule, covered with caparisons of white skins, garnished with blue and white beads, and fringed with little ornaments of metal that tinkled with every movement of the animal. The girl had a light clear complexion, enlivened by a spot of vermilion on each cheek; she smiled, not to say grinned, upon us, showing two gleaming rows of white teeth. In her hand she carried the tall lance of her unchivalrous lord, fluttering with feathers; his round white shield hung at her back. Her dress was a tunic of deer-skin, made beautifully white by means of a species of clay found on the prairie, ornamented with beads, arranged in figures more gay than tasteful, and with long fringes at all of the seams. Not far from the chief stood a group of stately figures, their white buffalo robes thrown over their shoulders, gazing coldly upon us; and in the rear, for several acres, the ground was covered with a temporary encampment. Warriors, women, and children swarmed like bees; hundreds of dogs, of all sizes and colors, ran restlessly about; and dose at hand, the wide shallow stream was alive with boys, girls, and young squaws, splashing, screaming, and laughing in the water.







  Parkman and his party, however, were not the only whites present.






   At the same time a long train of emigrants with their heavy wagons was crossing the creek, and dragging on in slow procession by the encampment of the people whom they and their descendants, in the space of a century, are to sweep from the face of the earth.







  What had been a description suddenly turned into a prediction—a prophecy of doom for the Indians laughing and splashing in the creek. Moreover, this prediction came true in essence and did not require a century to do so. By the time Parkman died in 1893 the Sioux and all of the other Great Plains tribes between the Missouri River and Rocky Mountains, although not swept from the face of the earth, had been reduced to a pathetic remnant confined to squalid reservations. Where they had hunted buffalo, white farmers grew wheat and white ranchers herded cattle. On their former campsites stood fast-growing towns with names such as Cheyenne and Sioux Falls—sole, ironic reminders of what had been but no longer was.




  Writing in his final report as commanding general of the U.S. Army before retiring in 1883, General William T. Sherman explained how and why it happened:






   The Army has been a large factor in producing this result, but it is not the only one. Immigration and the occupation by industrious farmers and miners of lands vacated by the aborigines have been largely instrumental to that end, but the railroad which used to follow in the rear now goes forward with the picketline in the great battle of civilization with barbarism, and has become the greater cause.







  The only error in Sherman’s explanation is a curious one for a general to commit: Not only was the army a “large factor” in dispossessing the Indians, it was a necessary one. Without it, the lands occupied by the “industrious farmers and miners” would not have been vacated and it would have taken far more time and cost much more blood to build the railroads that transported them and other settlers onto those lands in ever-increasing, ultimately overwhelming numbers. The Plains Indians were proud, courageous, and above all, fierce warriors. When, instead of just a few hunters and trappers, hundreds of farmers, ranchers, miners, and railroad and town builders began moving into their lands, they struck back. They did so in the same way as against enemy tribes—murdering, mutilating, raping, torturing, and occasionally sparing women and boys to be turned into squaws and warriors. Panic-stricken and crying for vengeance, the surviving whites demanded protection and retaliation, a clamor taken up by Western newspapers and politicians. That meant sending in the army—to be precise, the regulars. Wasn’t that what they were paid for?




  And so the soldiers went off to “pacify” the “hostiles.” It was not easy. Unless they had greatly superior numbers the Indians avoided pitched battles, preferring to hit and run, ambush detachments, and cut off stragglers. They were good at guerrilla war, given their intimate knowledge of the country, their swift and hardy ponies, and a skill at riding that made them, in the words of one officer, the “best light cavalry in the world.” The only way to subdue them was to carry out surprise attacks on their villages, which unfortunately but inevitably resulted in the slaying of women and children as well as warriors. This tactic, along with the virtual extermination of the buffalo that sustained the Indians, ultimately led to their subjugation. It was “total war” before the term was coined.




  It also was brutal, vicious, and nasty. Indians neither gave nor expected quarter when they fought; the concept was unknown to them. They almost always scalped dead soldiers, and often mutilated their bodies in a variety of “unspeakable” ways. If they did take prisoners, it merely was for the purpose of torturing them to death by means that caused the victims to wish they never had been born. Such practices could have but one effect on the soldiers. Atrocities begot atrocities, massacres produced massacres, and savagery incited savagery. The older image of the frontier regular typified by John Wayne contains no more truth than modern cinematic portrayals of Plains Indians as peace-loving sages living in mystic harmony with nature.




  The story of the army’s climactic struggle with the Plains Indians has been told often, starting while it occurred and continuing ever since. Scalp Dance does not pretend to offer any startling new facts or interpretations. So vast is the historical (and pseudohistorical) literature on the subject that this would be a virtual impossibility. What it does is present the story in the words of those who lived it and sometimes died in it—soldiers and settlers, their wives, and occasionally reporters who accompanied the army into battle. By doing so it puts the reader into the action psychologically via the accounts of the men and women who were there physically. As a result the reader experiences something of what they experienced. This is not always pleasant; in fact, it can be horrifying. But it is informative and interesting, which is what history should be, and most of the time it is as gripping as anything you have ever read. If you don’t believe me, read what follows. I am confident you will agree.




  —Albert Castel











  
Prologue—November 29, 1864





  He sat in his saddle, staring intently to the north. Beneath a broad hat brim, his small, dark eyes worked feverishly. His hard, handsome face, aglow in the first rays of dawn, moved not a muscle. Ahead, where the road dipped gently to the valley, he could see clearly the thin belt of timber that marked the course of the creek. Beyond the trees, gleaming white in the sun, there they stood, more than 100 of them. He had heard they would be here. And, as the forty-mile night ride had proven, he had placed great faith in the story. On a long campaign like this, however, many things might go wrong and one could never be sure until the very last moment. But there they were, just as he had been told, just as he had hoped, just as he had prayed.




  Sitting straight and stiff on his mount, scanning the scene below, the big, burly colonel was a striking figure. Even if one had been unacquainted and cast a curious eye on him for the first time they might have easily guessed him for the man of the cloth that he was—an air of the Old Testament clung unmistakeably about his bearded, humorless face. Stern and intense, John Chivington was, at a glance, a no-nonsense sort of man who brooked no opposition. Good and bad, right and wrong, were black and white issues to the colonel’s mind, and there was no room in his makeup for any gray middle ground. This morning, down there along the banks of Sand Creek, John Chivington was going to right a great wrong.




  Behind the colonel, the waiting column of horsemen cast long, stark shadows over the brown and barren prairie. Anxiously sitting their tired and steaming mounts, the men and officers watched their commander closely, waiting for his signal. Everyone knew that the time had come—the hour of the avenger was at hand. After nearly three years of fear and frustration the opportunity to smite their foe had finally arrived.
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  John Chivington. DENVER PUBLIC LIBRARY, WESTERN HISTORY DEPARTMENT.




  Since 1861 the people of Colorado had lived a nightmare. Separated from civilization and “the States” by hundreds of miles of wilderness, the struggling territory was left largely to fend for itself when civil war erupted in the East. First came the Confederate threat from Texas in 1862, a strong expedition that pushed north, intent on seizing the mountains and their golden treasury. Only through the dogged determination of the miners, teamsters, and ranchers of the region, led by men such as John Chivington, was the gray tide stemmed in New Mexico and finally forced back. Later, Rebel guerrillas, again from Texas, made small but ominous forays into the territory. Farther east, Missouri bushwhackers repeatedly threatened to sever the overland lifelines to Colorado. Then, in 1864, the greatest and most terrifying threat of all suddenly arose.




  Beginning in the spring and continuing throughout the summer, several Indian tribes unleashed a string of attacks that all but paralyzed the Plains and sent the small and scattered population of Colorado fleeing in terror back to the foot of the mountains. Efforts by local militias and Federal cavalry to pursue and punish the fleet raiders were to no avail. For those who had only heard tales of Indian atrocities, there were now plenty of examples. Revealed a Denver man who, with two friends, stumbled upon the aftermath of one Indian raid:






   About 100 yards from the desolated ranch [we] discovered the body of the murdered woman and her two dead children, one of which was a little girl of four years and the other an infant. The woman had been stabbed in several places and scalped, and the body bore evidences of having been violated. The two children had their throats cut, their heads being nearly severed from their bodies.1







  Later that autumn, a band of Southern Cheyenne and Arapahoe under Black Kettle, aware of looming winter and weary of war, ceased their raiding and sued for peace. Although territorial authorities refused to treat with the Indians until the remaining hostiles surrendered, Black Kettle’s band was given a voucher of safety from a young Federal officer and allowed to camp in peace.




  The people of Colorado were outraged. That Indians, whose hands yet dripped with blood, should be granted immunity during the winter only to resume their raids in the summer, seemed a mockery of justice. Punishment, not peace, should be the raiders’ reward, most whites felt, and none was more violent on the matter or more determined to punish than the Reverend John Chivington. Thus, above Sand Creek this bright winter morning in 1864, as the big colonel and his rough and raw Coloradans removed their great coats and drew their deadly weapons, the thought uppermost on the minds of all was a swift and terrible judgment for the crimes of the past.




  “Remember the murdered women and children!” cried Chivington as he and his nine hundred screaming horsemen charged toward the village. Sure of their safety, the sleeping Indians were caught completely by surprise. According to one witness:






   When I looked toward the chief’s lodge, I saw that Black Kettle had a large American flag up on a long lodgepole as a signal to the troops that the camp was friendly. Part of the people were rushing about the camp in great fear. All the time Black Kettle kept calling out not to be frightened; that the camp was under protection and there was no danger. Then suddenly the troops opened fire on this mass of men, women, and children, and all began to scatter and run . . . . At last Black Kettle, seeing that it was useless to stay longer, started to run.2







  Though most of the 600 Indians, including Black Kettle, miraculously escaped, many were not so fortunate. Besieged for three years with their backs to the wall, harassed and humiliated by a wily, elusive foe that simply defied pursuit, when the Coloradans finally gained control of the camp all their hate and fury exploded in a fiery flash. Running through the village the troops mowed down men, women, and children in heaps. Vengeful and murderous as many were, some soon discovered they had no stomach for what then ensued.




  “[T]hey were scalped, their brains knocked out,” said one horrified soldier. “[T]he men used their knives, ripped open women, clubbed little children, knocked them in the head with their guns, beat their brains out, [and] mutilated their bodies in every sense of the word.”3 Recalled another trooper:






   There was one little child, probably three years old, just big enough to walk through the sand. The Indians had gone ahead, and this little child was behind following after them. The little fellow was perfectly naked . . . . I saw one man get off his horse, at a distance of about seventy-five yards, and draw up his rifle and fire—he missed the child. Another man came up and said, “Let me try the son of a bitch; I can hit him.” He got down off his horse, kneeled down and fired at the little child, but he missed him. A third man came up and made a similar remark, and fired, and the little fellow dropped.4







  When the carnage had ended, one officer noted:






   In going over the battle-ground . . . I did not see a body of a man, woman, or child but what was scalped, and in many instances, their bodies were mutilated in a most horrible manner—men, women, and children’s privates cut out . . . . I heard one man say that he had cut a woman’s private parts out, and had them for exhibition on a stick . . . . I also heard of numerous instances in which men had cut the private parts of females, and stretched them over their saddlebows, and some of them over their hats.5







  While many were stunned and sickened by the slaughter, most felt justified after it was done.






   I saw some of the men opening bundles or bales. I saw them take therefrom a number of white persons’ scalps—men’s, women’s, and children’s . . . . I saw one scalp of a white woman in particular . . . . It had been taken entirely off the head; the head had been skinned, taking all the hair; the scalp had been tanned to preserve it; the hair was auburn and hung in ringlets; it was very long hair. There were two holes in the scalp in front, for the purpose of tying it on their heads when they appeared in the scalp dance.6







  When John Chivington and his victorious column returned to Denver a short time later, the city erupted in a “glorification.”




  “[They] have won for themselves,” rang a local editor, “the eternal gratitude of dwellers on these plains.”7




  Even as one great war was winding down, the seeds for another were being deeply sown by both sides. Unlike the one just ending, however, this next war would last much longer. And unlike the war now ending, this new fight would be waged with a hatred and fury that would soon make the world shudder.
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  By the spring of 1865, the bloody American Civil War was all but over. For four years the eyes of the North had seldom strayed from the land of sun, slaves, and secession. Whereas the great and absorbing preoccupation of the United States before the Rebellion had been growth and prosperity and empire, from 1861 to 1865 the sole concern of the young republic was nothing less than its own survival. But then, in April, with the sudden surrender of the main Rebel armies, the Union found itself free to turn its conquering energies west once again.




  Beyond the great rivers and mountains a vast new realm of incredible wealth was rising on the Pacific coast. If America was to fulfill its dream of Manifest Destiny, this western half must be firmly and forever bound to the East. Already, a number of well-worn trails spanned the continent, including the historic road to California and Oregon, its graceful windings now wedded to the first telegraph line. Between the Missouri River and the Rocky Mountains were the Great Plains, a generally treeless expanse, home to cactus and sage, buffalo and wolf, and also to some of the fiercest people on Earth. Here, the Sioux, Cheyenne, Arapahoe, Kiowa, and Comanche held dominion. Though leaders of some bands seemed reconciled to the inevitability of the white man and his passage through the region, others bitterly resented the invasion and were determined to oppose it at all costs. The government of the United States was just as determined to guarantee the safety of the overland routes and the railroads soon to follow, some of which were already inching west at war’s end.




  While most Civil War veterans returned to homes and families, thousands of Northerners were retained for post-war service. Some were posted in the occupied South. Others were ordered west. In the meantime, hundreds of soldiers were already on the Plains fighting Indians. For many Americans, it came as a shock to discover that while their attention had been riveted on the conflict at their doorstep, half a continent away troops were engaged in a smaller, though vastly more savage contest.




  “Do tell me what is the popular opinion of this indian war, in the States,” wrote Corporal Hervey Johnson to his sister in the summer of 1865. “[N]o news papers we get ever speak of us, they all gloating over the close of the war in the south and dont seem to remember the soldiers out here fighting a race, whom it would be flattering to call men.”1




  Like Johnson and others guarding the crucial telegraph line through Wyoming, those who had served part or all of their Civil War years in the West felt they were engaged in a hopeless, thankless, inglorious fight, and were all but forgotten by the government and those they loved. Many, like Private George Saunders, were bitter over their treatment and now only longed to escape. “We don’t give a red [cent] if the Red Devils take every post in the country,” Saunders scratched in his diary, “if only they take care to keep out of our way.”2 Johnson felt the same.






   I dont care who does the fighting, I dont want any more of it “in mine.” The boys out here have all come to the conclusion that fighting indians is not what it is cracked up to be, especially when it is fighting on the open prarie against five to one, we always have to fight at such a disadvantage, we always have to shoot at them running, they wont stand and let a fellow shoot at them like a white man.3







  As Johnson suggested, throughout the summer thousands of Sioux and Northern Cheyenne carried out hit-and-run raids along the North Platte River in an attempt to cut the telegraph and halt traffic on the road to California. Unlike the great battles of the late war, where earth-shaking violence was often followed by weeks, even months, of relative quiet, Indian fighting was an unpredictable, unending, and utterly unnerving war where the front line was very often as close as the next ravine.




  “[T]he indians came to see us again,” Corporal Johnson continued. “I was on ‘lookout’ that day on top of the buildings.”






   When I saw them coming I fired and then jumped off the house to run and help drive in the mules which were about a hundred yards off. The other boys ran out towards the indians and fired at them, they turned and ran off to a bluff about half a mile and stopped. They stood there expecting we would follow them . . . when they would lead us into ambush, at least that’s what we thought. They soon got tired of standing there and concluded to come back to the road, they tried hard to draw us out making all the fun of us they could, but we “couldent see it,” finding they were not going to succeed by the means they were trying they went to tearing down the telegraph. We didnt like to see it of course but we had to stand and look at them. we could have driven them off by going out on foot but they would have gone off and cut the line somewhere else.4







  One section of the overland route that received special attention from the Sioux was in central Wyoming, where the road crossed the North Platte River over a long wooden span. To guard this vital link were a mere 110 soldiers, deficient not only in mounts, but weapons. One of those at Platte Bridge Station was Lieutenant William Drew.






   Just after dinner on the 25th of July . . . someone called out, “Indians!” and all hands, seizing their arms, ran out to see where they were . . . . On the north side of the river about fifteen or twenty Indians on horseback were moving leisurely along. In a few minutes about a dozen men were mounted, and crossing the bridge they commenced skirmishing with the enemy. As fast as our men moved on, the Indians fell back, until our men had gone about three miles from the bridge. All this time the Indians were increasing in numbers, until there were about forty in plain sight . . . . At this time an order was received from the station for the men to come back . . . . As our men fell back toward the bridge, Indians kept coming out of the ravine, until there were about fifty in sight, showing that their maneuvering had been for the purpose of leading our men as far away from all support as possible, and to then wipe them out by superior numbers. Our men reached the station without any loss . . . . In one of the charges the boys shot a Cheyenne chief through the bowels. He threw his arm over the neck of his pony . . . and went into a thicket of brush, where the chief fell off. Two of the boys rode into the thicket and found the chief lying apparently dead. One man jumped offhis horse and stabbed the Indian about the heart. He did not give the least sign of life. Then the trooper commenced to scalp him. As soon as the knife touched his head, the Indian began to beg, when another man shot him through the brain. The Indian’s belief is that if a warrior loses his scalp, he cannot go to the happy hunting ground. Indians will lose their lives without the least sign of fear, but want to save their scalps . . . .




  About ten days before this, the Indians had captured one of our men, and had tortured and mangled his body in a shocking manner. Our boys swore that if they ever got hold of an Indian they would cut him all to pieces, and they did.5







  With nightfall, the fighting along the North Platte ceased. Many at the bridge, however, were now anxious over the fate of a wagon supply train due the following day. Once again, Lieutenant Drew:






   The next morning . . . as soon as we could distinguish objects, we scanned the surrounding country to see if we could find any of our previous day’s opponents. We did not make out any on our side of the river, but on the north side there were some moving about, with others scattered on the hills. Altogether there seemed to be about ninety in sight—just about the number we had been fighting the day before . . . . We breakfasted, and then Major [Martin] Anderson ordered Lieutenant Caspar Collins . . . to take command of a detail of twenty-five men and reinforce the train to prevent their being surprised by the savages.




  The detail moved out in fine spirits, crossed the bridge and then rode leisurely along the bottom-land up on to the bluff . . . . On reaching the top of the bluffs, two Indians were seen by the detail at the top of the telegraph poles a little over a quarter of a mile away, cutting the wires. As soon as they saw our men, they slid down the poles, mounted their ponies and started for the back country as fast as the animals could carry them. Their mounts appeared to be very lame, and they did not appear to make much headway. It looked like a soft snap to “take them in,” and Lieutenant Collins ordered the boys to go for them before the Indians could reach their friends. This charge, of course, took them off the road and away from the sight of the river. The instant the last man disappeared from view, from behind the screen of willows west of the bridge, about four hundred Cheyennes, on horseback, appeared, and with loud yells charged over the bottom-land and up on to the bluff in the direction in which our men had gone. The instant they reached the top of the bluff, from behind every sandhill and out of every hollow, Indians appeared.6







  “N., E., S., W., and every point of the compass, the savages came,” recalled one of those trapped with Collins. “It appeared as though they sprang up out of the ground. They completely surrounded us . . . . We turned and charged into the thickest of them, drawing our pistols and doing the best we could.”7 Another man involved in the dash for the bridge was Ferdinand Erhardt.
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  The Battle of Platte Bridge. KANSAS STATE HISTORlCAL SOCIETY.






   We were in close quarters; every man for himself. In the mixup the Indians quit firing, as they were hitting one another. About a dozen or more confronted me, and the nearest brave struck at me with his tomahawk. I dodged the blow and with my carbine close to his body I let him have the charge and he fell from his horse. There was no time to reload. I dropped my carbine on the sling to my side and drew my revolver, pointing it at one, then at another, which had the effect to make them dodge right and left. I rode a good horse . . . and a lively race followed, with a horde of savages on either side. It seemed to me that I was bringing up the rear and . . . I was about to give up hope, when another trooper came along. They made a rush for him which left a gap through which my horse shot . . . towards the bridge to safety. In the meantime our men at the stockade had not been idle . . . . [T]hey came across the bridge to our rescue and opened fire among the redskins which cleared the immediate vicinity without which relief none of us would have escaped . . . . Corp’l [Henry] Grimm came in with several arrows sticking in his back. Many of the redskins bit the dust but they held their ground [and] mutilated and danced around the dead bodies of our comrades.8







  “One of our men had fallen on the edge of the bluff,” noted Lieutenant Drew, “fully a thousand yards from the bridge.”






   An Indian rode up to his body and commenced shooting arrows into it. After firing four or five arrows the Indian dismounted, took his tomahawk and commenced to hack him with it. The boys at the bridge were very much excited about this, and some of them wanted to rush up and save the body from further mutilation, but . . . they were forbidden to undertake it. One of the boys put his gun to his shoulder and fired at the Indian, but the shot did not seem to disturb his equanimity in the least. Then Hank Lord remarked: “I believe I will take a whack at him.” Elevating his sight to a thousand yards, he took deliberate aim and fired. The Indian had his hatchet raised at the time, and was just about to strike it into the head of the dead soldier; but the bullet was too quick for him. It struck him in some vital part, for the hatchet dropped from his hand and he fell over on the ground. Pretty soon he managed to stagger to his feet, and succeeded in getting on his pony and started away, but he was badly hurt and swayed from side to side on his pony. He was just about to fall off, when two of the Indians noticing his condition, rode up, one on each side, and supported him off the field.




  For about an hour there were no new developments, except that the Indians, by one means or another, tried to decoy some of us away from the bridge . . . . As soon as the Indians saw they could not draw us out in that manner, they commenced to call us all the vile names they could think of, using language they had picked up among the whites previous to the breaking out of the war, or had learned from the renegrade [sic] whites among them. Just at this time, one of the boys sang out: “There comes the train!” And sure enough, there it was in sight, coming over the hills about four miles from the station. The Indians had perceived it about the same time, and in a minute everyone of them was on his pony and urging his animal at its fastest pace in that direction . . . .




  Sergeant [Amos] Custard, in command of the train, had sent five of his escort about a quarter of a mile ahead of the others as an advance guard. Quite a body of Indians came suddenly up a ravine between this advance guard and the train. The corporal in charge of the advance at first attempted to get back to the train, but seeing the large force he had to contend with . . . he ordered his men to turn to the right and gallop as fast as possible to the river . . . . Just as they reached the river, one of the soldiers fell, shot through the heart. The rest plunged into the stream. When about four rods from the opposite shore, another man was shot and fell from his horse into the river. The others reached the shore in safety and headed toward the station.9







  With perhaps one thousand Sioux and Cheyenne in the area, the men atop the buildings of the tiny garrison watched in helpless horror as the supply train was surrounded.




  “The Indians forced the wagons into a shallow ravine,” remembered Lieutenant George Walker. “With field glasses we saw . . . the smoke from the men’s carbines as the Indians charged on them.”10




  The unequal contest continued for nearly four hours. Finally, the sound of the last gunshot echoed across the hills and the troops at Platte Bridge saw only black smoke billowing from the wagon train.




  As a grief-stricken William Drew later wrote:






   Never in all our service as soldiers had we experienced anything like this before. To know that about twenty of our comrades . . . were . . . within two and one-half miles of us, surrounded by an overwhelming number of savage enemies . . . and we not able to do anything for their relief, was heart-rending. Some of us went to Major Anderson and requested that forty or fifty of us be allowed a rescue, but the major . . . realized that an attempt at relief . . . would doubtless mean the destruction of the entire party, in which event it would have been an easy matter for the Indians to have taken the station and massacred all who were left.11







  The following day, after the Indians had withdrawn, reinforcements reached Platte Bridge and together the troops set out for the scene of the attack. “On arriving there a horrible sight met our gaze,” Drew recounted. “Twenty-one of our dead soldiers were lying on the ground, stripped naked and mangled in every conceivable way. I noticed one poor fellow with a wagon tire across his bowels, and from appearances, it had been heated redhot and then laid upon him while still alive.”12




  In all, twenty-seven corpses were recovered from the two battlefields, including that of Caspar Collins. “Lieut. Collins was horribly mutilated,” reported a correspondent for the Chicago Journal, “his hands and feet cut off, throat cut, heart taken out, scalped, and one hundred arrows in him.”13




  Even as the Indians relentlessly assailed the road, several strong army columns were marching for the heart of hostile country to punish the Sioux, Northern Cheyenne, and Arapahoe as well as open new roads north. Mincing no words, the expedition commander, Brigadier General Patrick Connor, informed his men: “You will not receive overtures of peace or submission from Indians but will attack and kill every male Indian over twelve years old.”14




  For many soldiers, the Powder River Campaign was their first glimpse of the Far West. For most, it was not pleasant. As he struggled with a train of wagons through Nebraska, teamster Albert Holman groaned:






   [E]very mile took us deeper into the sand hills and the sun of a July day pouring its hot rays upon the burning sand, glistened so that we were nearly blinded. By afternoon it was impossible to go but a few rods at a time, it being necessary to stop often and let the cattle breath and rest, for the poor creatures were suffering so from want of water that their tongues protruded from their mouths, and several of them died. The men, too, were nearly prostrated from the heat, and in fact, some of them were so nearly overcome that they had to be placed in the wagons. The expedition’s official thermometer reached 103 at noon, 106 at 2:00 p.m.15







  “We marched 25 miles and over desolate and rough ground,” Lieutenant Charles Springer recorded in his diary. “Nothing but wild sage and prickly pears grow there. The heat was intense, and the dust rolled in one white thick cloud thro’ the column. Not a drop of water along our route.”16




  Looking like “a lot of chimney sweeps” when the dusty day’s march was done, many men, Springer included, found the “musketos” so thick that sleep was “out of the question.” Before long there was more to occupy the troops than heat, sand, and insects.




  In the middle of August, as one of the far-flung columns entered hostile country, a large band of Cheyenne appeared. Mindful of the two deadly howitzers the whites possessed—the “guns that shoot twice”the raiders were content to stampede horses, surprise a straggler or two, and hinder the army’s advance in every way possible. Though never decisive, the tactic was effective, as Albert Holman admitted.






   A feeling of forlorn hopelessness seemed to spread over our entire party, not from fear that the Indians could take us, but because of our inability to proceed, or to cope with and drive them away . . . . On the two highest hills, one north and one south, were gathered large numbers of Indians and from each group came the most hideous noises. They blew blasts from cavalry bugles . . . danced, yelled, and taunted us in a most aggravating manner . . . . Some few of them could speak enough English to call us all the vile names imaginable, very profane language to embellish their sentences.17







  The Indians finally withdrew after several days of such harassment. Like the bitter taste of sage, however, the memory of these first encounters lingered with many a young soldier. Meanwhile, on the evening of August 28, the main column led by General Connor learned that a large band of Arapahoe was camped not far away on the Tongue River. A night march was quickly ordered. The following morning Connor’s advance spotted a large pony herd grazing quietly on a mesa. In the words of Private Charles Adams:






   General Conner [sic] made us a speech saying we were near the Indian village. He had no idea what force was there, but had confidence in the men and expected each man to do his duty. Should we get in close quarters the men should group in fours and stay together, and use their guns (carbines) as long as possible and under no circumstances use their revolvers unless there was no other chance. We were to make every shot count and be sure to leave one shot for ourselves rather than fall into the hand of the Indians . . . . We were to avoid killing women and children as much as possible. It was about eight o’clock when we saw an Indian on a high point, riding in a circle, their signal of danger. The bugle sounded forward, and away we went.18







  Captain Henry Palmer continues:




 

    Gen. Conner [sic] then took the lead . . . and dashed out across the mesa . . . . [E]very man followed as closely as possible. At first sight of the general, the ponies covering the table land in front of us set up a tremendous whinneying and galloped down toward the Indian village, more than a thousand dogs commenced barking, and more than seven hundred Indians made the hills ring with their fearful yelling. It appeared that the Indians were in the act of breaking camp. The ponies, more than three thousand, had been gathered in, and most of the warriors had secured their horses; probably half of the squaws and children were mounted, and some had taken up the line of march up the stream for a new camp . . . . The general watched the movements of his men until he saw the last men emerge from the ravine, when he wheeled on the left into line. The whole line then fired a volley from their carbines into the village without halting their horses, and the bugle sounded the charge . . . . [N]ot a man but what realized that to charge into the village without a moment’s hesitation was our only salvation. We already saw that we were greatly outnumbered, and that only desperate fighting would save our scalps.19







  “As we neared the village,” noted Private Adams, “the command divided, some turning to the right, others to the left. The Indians had some of their tepees down and packs on their ponies and some of the ponies were so heavily packed that when they tried to run the packs pulled them over and they could not get up.”20 Returning to Henry Palmer:






   My horse carried me forward almost against my will, and . . . I was in the village in the midst of a hand to hand fight with warriors and their squaws, for many of the female portion of this band did as brave fighting as their savage lords. Unfortunately for the women and children, our men had no time to direct their aim; bullets from both sides and murderous arrows filled the air; squaws and children, as well as warriors, fell among the dead and wounded . . . . One of our men . . . a fine looking soldier with as handsome a face as I ever saw on a man, grabbed me by the shoulder and turned me about so that I might assist him in withdrawing an arrow from his mouth. The point of the arrow had passed through his open mouth and lodged in the root of his tongue. Having no surgeon with us . . . it was . . . decided that to get the arrow out from his mouth, the tongue must be, and was, cut out.21







  At length, with most of the Indians managing to escape, the troopers took control of the camp. Well aware that his force would be overwhelmed should the warriors return, Connor wisely ordered a withdrawal. Concluded Captain Palmer:






   Two hundred and fifty lodges had been burned with the entire winter supply of the Arapahoe band. The son of the principal chief (Black Bear) was killed, sixty-three warriors were slain, and about eleven hundred head of ponies captured . . . . We brought back to camp . . . eight squaws and thirteen Indian children, who were turned loose a day or two afterwards . . . . Two of our soldiers . . . were found among the dead and three or four died of their wounds.22
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  The northern Plains.




  Although Connor hoped to press on against the more formidable Sioux and Cheyenne, he first had to link up with his other two columns. Unfortunately, while both units were now united, they were also lost. If Connor had difficulty locating his men, the Indians did not. During the first days of September, the errant command was assailed almost constantly as it struggled its way south. The diary of Lt. Charles Springer describes the initial attack.






   [A]bout 50 Sioux . . . warriors had dashed in among our picked out horses, the guard . . . dropped their guns and run, only 2 or 3 showed fight. Before any assistance from camp had time to come the thieves had gathered about 20 horses and fled among the hills and mountains. Small detachments were sent out in different directions and some of our men . . . had quite a tussle with the Indians. 5 of our men were killed by arrow shots from the Indians, and one of them scalped, two were wounded, one of them very severe, as he had an arrow shot through the breast and the attempt was made to scalp him, but the fiends had no time to fulfill their hellish designs. Some of our men run upon them killed two, and in the heat and excitement (also thirst for revenge) scalped the Indians. One of the Indians was brought into camp. He had one bullet through his forehead, one through the heart, one through the throat, a little below the collar bone.23







  Four days later, on September 5, Springer’s diary took a more personal turn.






   [W]e were just done with a frugal breakfast when the cry was raised “Indians” “to your horses.” I shouted [to] my men [to] run for their horses, when a small troop of Indians dashed down toward camp, but received such a warm welcome that they never stopped, but ran across the river on the other side. By that time I had my company mounted, and as soon as the regiment moved forward in line of batde, I took my place in the battalion.24







  With ten men Springer was ordered to hold the northwest edge of camp.






   I deplyed [sic] them as skirmishers and moved forward thtough the woods until I gained the river bank; there I found some Indians on the other side and we commenced shooting at them and drove them off . . . . Lieut. [Philip] Smiley . . . with 6 men went on the . . . east side of the river, and stopped there about 300 yards from the bank. I intended to join them and moved up the river, when I discoverd a strong party of Indians galloping across the river . . . and going for the little squad . . . I shouted “charge” to my men and we went at full gallop to their assistance. We run the chaps off, [but] another . . . large squad galloped towards us [and] I hollered to Lieut. Smiley that I was going to charge [and] he should follow; again my little squad of ten men went with a yell at them, but the Indians never budged, we let a well directed volley fly at them; after the discharge a yell arose which appeared to have broke loose in the infernal regions, and a shower of arrows accompanied the yelling. I shouted "fire" and again a volley hailed among them . . . . I gave the order to fall back at the squad of Lieut. Smiley[.] we stopped wheeled around and again let loose at them, which turned them in a hurry. We followed up our advantage while the squad of Smiley’s remained on the hill. Then I observed that the Indians were growing stronger, and tried to cut us off from the hill. I again shouted to fall back, but their number increased every moment. They appeared to grow out of the ground. We were compelled to fall back, but my God, now commenced a scene hard to describe; I noticed a little fellow by the name of Charley Elliott of my company pursued by two tall warriors; I went to his assistance, just as Charley shot the one who struck at him with a tommy hawk. I killed the one with my revolver which shot him in the back; he just rolled from his pony and Charley escaped with a little wound in the small of the back. The arrow had struck the sling belt which saved his life . . . . [T]he one I killed was not over 7 feet from me, hanging on the side of the pony. All his dodging did not help him anything . . . . I still kept shooting with my pistol amongst the pursuing crowd. Lots of the Indians dropped from their saddles to rise no more . . . . Sergt. James Kelly told me afterwards that [another] Indian was close behind me, taking cool and deliberate aim and firing at me. He waited, or expected every minute to see me fall, but luckily I was not touched . . . . Now came two little mountain howitzers . . . and commenced to throw shells amongst them. Of all the running and scampering away I ever saw that beat all. They struck a bee line for the next hill, and never stopped until they reached a point of safety.25







  Although several comrades were dead or wounded and he himself had come within a hair of death, Springer treated the affair as little more than an adventure. “We had a good deal of fun with the Indians,” he confided to his diary, “or, as the men called them the Idaho Militia; how they dodged when they saw the smoke of the artillery . . . and what excellent horsemanship they displayed.”26




  Though the Indians continued their attacks and swarmed about the soldiers “thicker than fiddlers in hell,” Springer’s party did eventually reach Connor and safety. With the approach of winter, however, the commander prudently moved his column south and the campaign came to a close. Except for the lone victory on the Tongue, the grand expedition had proven “a fizzle.” Dozens of men had been killed and wounded and hundreds of horses lost or stolen; all the while, the main aim of the campaign, the mighty Sioux and Northern Cheyenne, had hardly been touched. The U.S. government was coming to the grim realization that only a permanent presence in the heart of Indian country could bring the defiant warriors to terms.
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  With the arrival of fresh troops freed by Appomattox, the overland trail to California was, for the most part, secure. By the spring of 1866 the entire road from the Missouri River to the Pacific was open and traffic moved in relative safety. Other routes, however, including the Santa Fe and Smoky Hill roads in Kansas and the Bozeman Trail from Fort Laramie to the mines of Montana, were still largely under Indian control.




  In an effort to resolve the issue of the latter route, a U.S. peace commission, headed by Nathaniel Taylor, met at Fort Laramie with the tribes over whose land the road ran. Among all Indians assembled, Sioux chief Red Cloud stood out from the rest. Wrote one young officer:






   Red Cloud . . . was one of the most picturesque red men I ever saw, a model of physical excellence standing over six feet in height, straight as an arrow, with the impress of command stamped on every line of his powerful face and revealed in his every movement, so full of dignity that he appeared like a Chesterfield of the Plains. Untutored in the ways of civilization, he was a splendid creation of the earth and air and sunshine.1







  When the conference opened on June 5, a correspondent of the Denver Rocky Mountain News was on hand.






   [T]he Peace Commission convened in front of headquarters under a very large covering festooned with cedar . . . . Nineteen chiefs in a circle fronted them . . . . After smoking the pipe of peace, the Post Chaplain . . . made a very appropriate prayer, which was replied to by Red Cloud, who prayed to the Great Spirit for peace, and then presented Taylor with a very fine redstone pipe with an embroidered tobacco pouch. Then, with a general hand-shaking, Red Cloud . . . said: “We have come to hear our Great Father.”




  Taylor replied by reading: “We have come here as special messengers from your Great Father . . . . [He] desires to be at peace with you, also to make a treaty. You know that war brings trouble, and in war sometimes bad white men and bad Indians do bad things. What we want your people to remember is that this treaty is the last one, not made for a day, but for all time. We are willing to listen with patience, in council, to what you have to say. We will tell you all we have to say, keeping nothing back. You know that the Great Father . . . has treated you well. He has given you provisions.




  “In the mountains there are many people; they all get their provisions by [wagon] trains. They want a road by which they can travel. White men will go about as they always have done. It is true they drive off game; therefore, we are willing to pay liberally for the damage done. The Great Father does not wish to keep many soldiers in this country. He will be satisfied if the mails and telegraph are not molested. We do not ask you to give up the country or sell it. We only ask for roads to travel back and forth, and no roads will be made except by orders from the Great Father, so as not to disturb the game; and whatever damage is done by the roads would be paid by the Great Father.”




  At the conclusion of the address, Red Cloud shook hands with the commissioners and said that “he had nothing to say, as he wished to get all the Indians together and have a talk.” The council then adjourned.2







  In truth, Red Cloud and many other chiefs wanted no part of the proposed treaty. The land through which the Bozeman passed was some of the best hunting ground on the northern Plains. Though the talks continued the following day, little was gained. “[I]t is transparent that the Indians will with great reluctance consent to roads being made through the country,” the Denver reporter concluded. “It does not look reasonable that they will give up this western country to the white man and suffer a gradual extermination, for it is sure that wherever the white man goes, the game will disappear.”3
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  Red Cloud. NEBRASKA HISTORICAL SOCIETY.




  When Colonel Henry Carrington arrived in the middle of the council, and Red Cloud heard that the officer and his seven hundred men were already under orders to march up the Bozeman and build forts, the talks came to a sudden and dramatic end. Pointing his finger at the colonel, the enraged chief glared.






   You are the white eagle who has come to steal the road. The Great Father sends us presents and wants us to sell him the road, but the white chief comes with soldiers to steal it, before the Indian says yes or no. I will talk with you no more. I and my people will go now, and we will fight you. As long as I live I will fight for the last hunting grounds of my people.4







  Despite the declaration of war, Carrington’s column boldly departed Fort Laramie and soon established a permanent camp at the foot of the Bighorn Mountains, adjacent to the Bozeman Trail. Within weeks, the log palisades of Fort Phil Kearny had arisen. A short time later, half of Carrington’s command marched north ninety miles and constructed Fort C. F. Smith. Together with Fort Reno to the south, a chain of military posts now straddled the road to Montana at the very seat of Sioux country. True to his word, Red Cloud began the war in earnest. Margaret Carrington, wife of the colonel, noted but a few of the incidents along the Bozeman that summer of 1866.






   July 22d. At Buffalo Springs . . . a citizen train was attacked, having one man killed and another wounded.




  July 23d. A citizen train was attacked at Dry Fork . . . and two men were killed.




  July 29th. A citizen train was attacked at Brown Springs . . . and eight men were killed, two were wounded, and one of these died of his wounds.




  August 14th. Joseph Postlewaite and Stockley Williams were killed within four miles of Fort Reno.




  September 13th. At midnight a summons came from the hay contractors . . . for help, as one man had been killed, hay had been heaped upon five mowing-machines and set on fire, and two hundred and nine cattle had been stolen by the Indians . . . . The same day at 9 o’clock, Indians stampeded a public herd, wounding two of the herders . . . . Private Donovan came in . . . with an arrow in his hip.




  September 14th. Private Gilchrist was killed.




  September 16th. Peter Johnson, riding a few rods in advance of his party . . . was suddenly cut off by Indians. Search was made . . . but his remains were not recovered.




  September 27th. Private Patrick Smith was scalped . . . but crawled a half mile to the block-house, and survived twenty-four hours.




  Two of the working party in the woods were also cut off from their comrades . . . and were scalped before their eyes.5







  Although free to come and go, contractors, laborers, and other civilians attached to the army were cautioned not to stray far from the fort. Ridgeway Glover, an artist for Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly, was one of those in the habit of ignoring such advice. “This morning,” Colonel Carrington reported on September 17, “[he] was found two miles from the fort naked, scalped, and his back cleft with a tomahawk.”6 Two days later, an officer’s wife, Frances Grummond, recorded the Sioux’s increasing boldness:






   Quite a large body of Indians suddenly appeared at the summit of the hill in full war paint, brandishing their spears, giving loud yells and lifting their blankets high in the air as they moved down in an attempted charge upon the miner’s camp. Between one and two hundred Indians were scattered along the crest of that hill.7







  Red Cloud’s campaign continued despite the advent of winter. Writing to his brother on December 15, 1866, Surgeon C. M. Hines describes one incident:






   A few days ago a wagon train had gone up to the mountain five or six miles from this post for the purpose of cutting pine timber for buildings. On their return they were attacked by about 300 Indians. We have a mounted guard on post on top of a very high point near the fort, who telegraphed to us by means of a flag of the condition of the wood train. The mounted cavalry and infantry were immediately ordered out to relieve them. They started in two parties, Colonel Carrington and fourteen men going in one direction, and about thirty in another. The larger party . . . came upon the Indians suddenly, and charged them. The fight continued for a distance of eight miles or more . . . . [I]n the fight the cavalry broke and were brought back (some of them) by Captain [Frederick] Brown and Lieutenant [Alfred] Wands levelling their guns at them, and telling them that they would shoot them . . . . This was just what the Indians wanted. [The officers] with ten or eleven men, remained and fought the whole of them, and whipped them . . . . [T]hey and three or four men started in the pursuit of about thirty Indians, who were apparently retreating; an Indian’s horse had almost given out, and Lieutenant [Horatio] Bingham wounded the horse by a pistol shot . . . . The Indian then took to his heels, they following him, cutting at him with their swords . . . . At this time they saw two large bodies of Indians flanking them, when they concluded to run through them; drawing their swords, they laid about them right and left. Lieutenant Bingham did not follow . . . . All got through; but Sergeant [G. R.] Bowers no doubt turned around and fired upon his pursuers; they overtook and put an arrow in him and split his skull open above the eyes . . . . Our people found him a short time afterwards; he was living and in great agony, but died in a short time.8







  After a search, Lieutenant Bingham also was finally found “in the brush . . . shot with over fifty arrows, lying over an old stump.”9




  With much of his meager force narrowly averting disaster, it was clear to Carrington that decoys were trying to lure troops from the stockade. As a result, he consistently ordered his men to break off hot pursuits, especially those that might lead over Lodge Trail Ridge, a long slope several miles northwest of the post.




  “From the 6th to the 19th of December Indians appeared almost daily about the wood party or within sight of the fort,” Carrington wrote. “December 19 the picket on Pilot Hill reported the train as corralled and threatened by a large force. I sent Brevet Major James Powell with a detachment to relieve the train. He did his work—pressed the Indians towards Lodge Trail Ridge, but having peremptory orders not to cross it, he returned with the train, reporting the Indians in large force, and that if he had crossed the ridge he never would have come back with his command.”10




  December 21 dawned bright and beautiful and much warmer than normal. In the words of Margaret Carrington:






   Though snow covered the mountains, and there was every indication of the return of severe weather, the morning was quite pleasant. Men only wore blouses at their work, and the train, although much later than usual, went to the Pinery with a strong guard, so that the teamsters, choppers, and escort, all armed, numbered not far from ninety men.




  The children ran in about 11 o’clock, shouting “Indians!” and the pickets on Pilot Hill could be distinctly seen giving the signal of “many Indians,” on the line of the wood road; and news was also furnished that the train was in corral only a short distance from the garrison.
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  Margaret Carrington. MADGE SULLIVAN COLLECTION.






   The officers and all the ladies were soon watching for other usual demonstrations, while a detail was being organized to relieve the train.11







  Private Timothy O’Brien was one of those with the wood crew.






   I was in Wagon No. 2. We were about one mile out from the fort on our way to the mountains to get our load of logs, when we were attacked by the Indians, about fifty or sixty of them . . . . [A]fter repulsing the Indians, we held a consultation and decided to go on to the mountains for our load of logs . . . . Bringing our wood train to the mountains, we hurriedly pulled logs down the mountain sides through the deep snow and after loading our wagons, we started for the fort.12







  In the meantime, Captain William Fetterman had marched hastily from the post with more than fifty foot soldiers. A newcomer to Fort Kearny, Fetterman was openly contemptuous of his wild adversary. The fact that he and a group of comrades had one day been fired upon by concealed warriors at close range without receiving a scratch left him laughing at the Indians’ marksmanship; the ease with which he and a few men had routed a large band the week before caused the captain to sneer at his foe’s fighting ability. “A company of regulars,” he was heard to say, “could whip a thousand, and a regiment could whip the whole array of hostile tribes.”13 Additionally, after Carrington refused his late request to lead a hundred soldiers against a Sioux encampment that contained perhaps ten times that number, Fetterman’s opinion of his commander’s courage also plummeted.




  In spite of Carrington’s standing order—“Support the wood train . . . . Do not engage or pursue Indians at its expensey”—William Fetterman could be counted upon to act as his conscience and circumstances dictated.14




  Soon after the captain left, a nervous Carrington directed a group of horsemen to saddle up. According to Lieutenant Wands:






   The cavalry company, numbering about twenty-seven men, were all mounted and awaiting orders . . . . Colonel Carrington directed me to inform Lieutenant George Grummond that his orders were to join . . . Fetterman’s command, report to and receive all his orders from [him] . . . and under no circumstances were they to cross the Bluff in pursuit of Indians. I gave those instructions to Lieutenant Grummond, and while the Corporal of the Guard was unlocking the gate, I returned to Lieutenant Grummond and repeated them, and asked him if he thoroughly understood them. He replied he did, and would obey them to the letter.




  Lieutenant Grummond left the Post with his detachment of cavalry and had proceeded about two hundred yards when he was called back by Colonel Carrington, who was on the sentinel’s platform at the time, and who called out in a loud voice, repeating the same instructions given to Lieutenant Grummond by me, and asking him if he understood them. He replied I do.15







  “The health of Mrs. Grummond was such,” revealed Margaret Carrington, “that Lieutenant Wands and other friends urged him, for his family’s sake, to be prudent, and avoid all rash movements and any putsuit that would draw them over Lodge Trail Ridge.”16 After a short ride the cavalry joined Fetterman’s foot soldiers. Colonel Carrington:






   Just as the command left, 5 Indians reappeared at the [creek] crossing. The glass revealed others in the thicket, having the apparent object of determining the watchfulness of the garrison or cutting off any small party that should move out. A case-shot dismounted 1 and developed nearly 30 more, who broke for the hills and ravines to the north.17







  Eager for the chase, Fetterman did not turn west toward the beleaguered wood train as ordered but promptly charged after the fleeing Indians. Shortly, the entire command disappeared over the forbidden ridge. “At 12 o’clock firing was heard . . . beyond Lodge Trail Ridge,” Carrington recalled. “A few shots were followed by constant shots, not to be counted. Captain [Tenodor] Ten Eyck was immediately dispatched with infantry and the remaining cavalry and two wagons to join . . . Fetterman at all hazards.”18




  The colonel’s wife continued:






   Every shot could be heard, and there was little doubt that a desperate fight was going on .. . . Wagons and ambulances were hurried up; the whole garrison was on the alert; extra ammunition for both parties was started, and even the prisoners were put on duty to give the guard and all available men their perfect freedom for whatever might transpire. Coutiers were sent to the woods to bring back the train and its guard, to secute its support, as well as from fear that the diversion of Captain Fetterman from his orders might still involve its destruction . . . . [T]he whole force of armed men left at the post, including guard and everything, was but one hundred and nineteen men.




  Until the wagons galloped out of the gate, we could see a solitary Indian on the highest part of Lodge Trail Ridge; but he soon disappeared. All this time firing was increasing in intensity, and in little more than thirty minutes—after one or two quick volleys . . . and a few scattering shots—a perfect silence ensued. There were then many anxious hearts, and waiting was perfectly terrible! The movements of Captain Ten Eyck were watched with in tensest interest . . . . Soon [an] orderly was seen to break away from the command and make for the fort . . . on the run. He brought the message that the valleys were full of Indians, and that several hundred were on the road below, yelling and challenging them to come down; but nothing could be seen of Fetterman.19







  The wood train arrived without loss, but throughout the increasingly cold day, those inside the fort watched and waited in dreadful anticipation. It was after dark when, with a sense of relief, Ten Eyck’s company safely rode through the gates. Inside his wagons, however, lay the white, marble-like corpses of forty-nine men. The captain sadly announced that Fetterman’s entire command had been wiped out.




  The night of December 21 was one of sleepless terror at Fort Phil Kearny. Recorded an officer:






   We had ten women and several children with us. The colonel gave orders that as soon as the Indians made the expected attack, the women and children should enter the magazine, and the men should hold the fort as long as possible. When they could hold it no longer, they were to get behind the wagons that surrounded the magazine, and when the colonel saw that all was lost, he would himself blow up the magazine and take the lives of all, rather than allow the Indians to capture any of the inmates alive.20







  Although such an attack did not materialize, Carrington was determined to act. “The following morning,” the colonel explained, “believing that failure to rescue [the remaining bodies] would dishearten the command and encourage the Indians . . . I took 80 men and went to the scene of action.” What he found on that wind-swept ridge was staggering. Naked, frozen hard as stone, all the bodies had been hacked to pieces.






   Eyes torn out and laid on the rocks; noses cut off; ears cut off; chins hewn off; teeth chopped out; joints of fingers; brains taken out and placed on rocks with other members of the body; entrails taken out and exposed; hands cut off; feet cut off; arms taken out from sockets; private parts severed and indecently placed on the person; eyes, ears, mouth, and arms penetrated with spear-heads, sticks, and arrows; ribs slashed to separation with knives; skulls severed in every form, from chin to crown; muscles of calves, thighs, stomach, breast, back, arms, and cheek taken out. Punctures upon every sensitive part of the body, even to the soles of the feet and palms of the hand. All this only approximates to the whole truth.




  I found citizen James S. Wheatly and Isaac Fisher . . . who with “Henry rifles” felt invincible, but fell, one having 105 arrows in his naked body . . . . Fetterman and [Frederick] Brown had each a revolver shot in the left temple . . . . The latter went out without my consent or knowledge, fearless to fight Indians with any adverse odds, and determined to kill one at least before joining his company [back east] . . . . As Brown always declared he would reserve a shot for himself as a last resort, so I am convinced that these two brave men fell each by the other’s hand rather than undergo the slow torture inflicted upon others . . . . The road on the little ridge where the final stand took place was strewn with arrowheads, scalp poles, and broken shafts of spears. The arrows that were spent harmlessly from all directions show that the command was suddenly overwhelmed, surrounded, and cut off while in retreat . . . . A few bodies were found at the north end of the divide [but] . . . nearly all were heaped near four rocks . . . inclosing a space about 6 feet square, having been the last refuge for defense.21







  As others passed over the field they noticed that, of all the dead, only one had not been chopped to bits—the bugler, Adolph Metzler. “The bravery of our bugler is much spoken of,” remarked a comrade, “he having killed several Indians by beating them over the head with his bugle . . . . [He] fought so courageously that his remains were left untouched but covered with a buffalo robe.”22




  The corpses were loaded in wagons and hauled back to the fort “like you see hogs brought to market,” noted one witness.23




  While the understrength garrison at Phil Kearny nervously manned the walls and the women and children huddled in horror, Carrington sped a courier to Fort Laramie with a desperate plea for help.






   Promptness will save the line, but our killed shows that any remissness will result in mutilation and butchery beyond precedent . . . . Depend upon it that the post will be held so long as a round or a man is left. Promptness is the vital thing. Give me officers andmen . . . . [T]he Indians are desperate; I spare none, and they spare none.24







  Reinforcements did arrive, but Red Cloud’s assault on the Bozeman Trail rose to such heights that the forts along the road were cut off not only from the outside world but from one another as well. As desperate as the situation was at Phil Kearny, it could have been worse. “We were not as badly off as the men at Fort C. F. Smith,” recalled Private William Murphy. “They were abandoned from the middle of November, 1866 until March, 1867 . . . . I am of the opinion that [our] officers thought that the men [there] were all killed at the time of the massacre and no one was left.”25




  “The rations were getting low, and matters were looking very gloomy,” acknowledged one of those inside Fort Smith, drummer James Lockwood.






   There was no way of obtaining news from the outside world, and the officers caused a bulletin board to be erected in a public place in the barrack square and upon this they would daily post clippings from newspapers, which they happened to have in their baggage; this served to break the dull, gloomy monotony which seemed to pervade everything, and in some measure to distract their attention from their desperate situation. The snow was very deep and the weather remained bitter cold; the rations gave out entirely, and they were compelled to take the grain which was brought for the animals and boil it to make food with which to sustain the lives of the garrison.26







  While two volunteers from Fort Phil Kearny did reach Smith that winter, they were intercepted by Indians on the return trip and lost their horses, guns, and supplies. One who knew them remembered:






   Their sufferings were indescribable. They evaded the Indians but, without food, their lot was indeed a hard one. They managed to kill one rabbit, and this they ate raw. Their shoes gave out and they were obliged to take their coats and wrap them about their feet. Their indomitable pluck saved them, however, for about eleven o’clock one night they reached the fort, but they were in a frightful condition.27







  With the arrival of summer 1867, the Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapahoe assailed the Bozeman Trail with increased ferocity. Forts C. F. Smith to the north and Reno to the south came in for their share of blood and death but, again, it was Phil Kearny that was the center of attention. On August 2, a large war party surprised a wood crew five miles from the fort. Throughout the morning, fewer than forty men fought from behind a corral of wagon beds against the repeated assaults of more than a thousand Indians. After beating back one attack, Captain James Powell looked down to see yet another horror approaching.






   It chilled my blood. Hundreds and hundreds of Indians [were] swarming up a ravine about ninety yards to the west of the corral . . . . Immediately we opened a terrific fire upon them. Our fire was accurate, cooly delivered and given with most telling effect, but nevertheless it looked for a minute as though our last moment on earth had come.28







  After hours of fighting under a blazing sun, and with more than ten of their number dead or wounded, the fate of the powder-blackened crew seemed to be sealed. Unbeknownst to the men, a small force with a cannon was bravely making its way toward the battle. In the words of Major Benjamin Smith:






   On nearing the corral of the Wood Party . . . I discovered that a high hill near the road and overlooking the corral . . . was occupied by a large party of Indians, in my estimation five or six hundred were in sight . . . . The grass was burning in every direction . . . . I fired a shot from the Howitzer . . . . The shell . . . fell short . . . but seemed to disconcert them as a number of mounted Indians who were riding rapidly toward my command turned and fled.29







  Terrified by the “thunder wagon,” the Indians broke off their attack. As one of the besieged soldiers later wrote:






   The boom of the big gun was heard, and again, and again, and towards the east we could see the glorious caps on the heads of our comrades in the long skirmish line. We jumped to our feet; we yelled; we threw our caps in the air and hugged each other and some of us cried. The strain was over!30







  In more ways than one, the “strain” was over. Admitting defeat, Ulysses Grant, general-in-chief, concluded in the spring of 1868 that the cost of holding the isolated forts was simply too great. Built to protect the Bozeman Trail, the three posts had barely protected themselves. Though many diehards were outraged—Major Andrew Burt begged to lead a mere 200 men against as many as four thousand warriors camped on the Little Bighorn—Grant’s word was final. The forts were abandoned and Red Cloud's victorious Sioux swept in. After two full years of defiance, the hated symbols were burned to the ground. As the debacle along the Bozeman proved, great campaigns would be necessary before the U.S. Army could hope to vanquish the powerful tribes of the northern Plains.




OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
STACKPOLE
BOOKS





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
INDIAN WARFARE ON
THE HIGH PLAINS, 1865-1879

THOMAS GOODRICH





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg
MONTANA
TERRITORY
Slim

Buttes Lincoln
1876

DAKOTA
TERRITORY

elk






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg





