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INTRODUCTION
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In the summer of 1868 General Phillip Sheridan was commander of the US Army’s Department of the Missouri. He was responsible for the vast Plains that were the homelands of some of the most warlike and troublesome of the Native tribes. His territory comprised Missouri, Kansas, Colorado, and New Mexico. And he had a problem. Those tribes—notably, the Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapaho—were raising havoc in the settlements, along the construction route of the Union Pacific Railroad and the emigrant wagon trail routes. Major George A. Forsyth, Sheridan’s inspector general of the department, wrote:


Upon the reoccupation of the southern and western frontier by government troops at the close of the [Civil War], the Indians, who had grown confident in their own strength, were greatly exasperated, and the construction of the Union Pacific Railroad across the continent to the Pacific coast, directly through their hunting grounds, drove them almost to frenzy. The spring of 1868 found them arrogant, defiant, and confident, and late in the summer of that year, they boldly threw off all concealment, abrogated their treaties, and entered upon the warpath. I have lying before me, as I write, tabulated statement of the outrages committed by the Indians within the Military Department of the Missouri from June until December of that year, and it shows one hundred and fifty-four murders of white settlers and freighters, and the capture of numerous women and children, the burning and sacking of farmhouses, ranches, and stage-coaches, and gives details of horror and outrage visited upon the women that are better imagined than described.



Sheridan didn’t have enough troops or enough experienced officers to deal with the highly mobile Indian warriors who traveled the Great Plains as they wished, attacked where they chose, and disappeared into the seemingly endless prairie. Officers and men who knew anything about that business were very rare in the regular army. Jim Bridger, the old scout, summed up Sheridan’s dilemma when he said, “Your boys who fought down South [i.e., in the Civil War] are crazy. They don’t know anything about fighting Indians.”

In fairness to the army, it could hardly have been otherwise. Most of the officers learned their trade in the Civil War. They fought in appalling battles that involved thousands of men marching shoulder to shoulder to attack enemy positions defended by thousands more, while both sides exchanged devastating artillery barrages that covered the field with the fog of gun smoke, confusion, noise, and sheer terror. Those tactics were absurdly inappropriate and useless against an elusive enemy like the Plains tribes. (Some thought the tactics were absurd, period.) Those few Indian leaders who heard about such battles were amazed that anyone could fight so foolishly and wastefully. The officers who survived and even prospered in the Civil War bloodletting might be competent soldiers in conventional, set-piece battles, but most of them didn’t know what they were doing when it came to the warlike tribes. What’s more, newly minted graduates of West Point—those who were sent to western outposts—were completely unprepared. The subject of Indian fighting was not, and had never been, a part of the Academy’s curriculum.

As one possible response to his problem, Sheridan decided to raise a company of frontier civilians who were experienced Indian fighters. Sheridan figured that a relatively small, well-armed group of frontier scouts might be worth many times that number of regular—and often green—army troops. And although these civilian scouts would necessarily be under the command of regular army officers, a few wise old heads among the frontiersmen might balance their officers’ tactical naiveté. What’s more, these men would not be used instead of the army patrols but in addition to the initiatives that were already underway, such as they were.

There was another reason why Sheridan’s idea seemed to make sense. The Indians were almost impossible to find—unless they wanted to be found. And when they wanted to be found, it was because they had selected a time and place where they had a marked tactical advantage. An army patrol led by officers new to the business might wander fruitlessly for days across the Plains and never see an enemy. Then they would return with horses played out and nothing to show for the effort. Or they might never be heard from again, if they stumbled on a hidden and waiting enemy. But frontiersmen, who understood tracking and understood the ways of the tribes, might at the very least locate some significant pockets of hostiles. The officer commanding the scouts would then have the choice of attacking then and there, or, if the enemy force was too large, sending for the regulars.

So in Sheridan’s mind, it made a lot of sense to create an independent unit of experienced frontiersmen to scout against the tribes—and to engage them, if the opportunity presented itself. And there were other good reasons—the army could use the extra manpower. After years of the Civil War and the burgeoning national debt, Congress was not keen on spending for troops whose enlistment meant financial commitments of several years. The army was therefore stretched thin across the Western frontier, and the troops it did have were a mixed bag, at best. A team of temporary scouts therefore made some financial sense and was really the only alternative to budget-strapped departments like Sheridan’s. There was also a precedent for this kind of unit. The estimable scout Frank North and his brother Luther had organized and now commanded the Pawnee Battalion—two hundred or so Pawnee warriors who were assigned to patrol and protect the Union Pacific Railroad as it moved slowly west. The Pawnee were the eternal and inveterate enemies of the Sioux and Cheyenne and were happy to take the white man’s dollar to do what they had always done, anyway—fight their tribal enemies.

So Sheridan decided to go ahead with the idea. He offered the job of recruiting and commanding the new unit of scouts to one of his favorite staff officers, George “Sandy” Forsyth, his inspector general. Forsyth jumped at the chance for a field command. He was a veteran of the Civil War and a competent soldier and had been breveted colonel for his conduct in the war. Like most professional officers of this time, he had no experience of Indian fighting. What little he knew about them was almost entirely secondhand. As he wrote in his memoirs:


My experience of military life having been gained solely in our civil war, the only fairly accurate knowledge I had of Indians had been picked up during a year’s service in the Department of the Missouri, as I travelled through its limits on duty as an inspector, and notwithstanding I had assimilated, or tried to, all that I had seen or heard regarding them, my knowledge was most meagre. It might have been summed up under three heads. First, that they were shrewd, crafty, treacherous, and brave. Secondly, that they were able warriors in that they took no unnecessary risks, attacked generally from ambush, and never in the open field unless in overwhelming numbers. Thirdly, that they were savages in all that the word implies, gave no quarter, and defeat at their hands meant annihilation, either in the field, or by torture at the stake.



Forsyth’s opinions were understandable in view of the army’s recent history of action against the tribes. Only a year and a half before, in December of 1866, in northern Wyoming, eighty-one troops under Captain William Fetterman were ambushed, overwhelmed, and quite literally annihilated by a huge force of Sioux and Cheyenne under the leadership of Red Cloud. Not a soldier survived. Until Colonel George Custer’s defeat in 1876, the Fetterman battle was the army’s greatest disaster in its campaigns against the Native tribes. And the tactics used by the Indians were precisely those that Forsyth described—they decoyed the troops into an ambush and overwhelmed them with vastly superior numbers. Fetterman’s overconfidence, inexperience, and disobedience to orders certainly contributed to his defeat, but that did not mitigate the army’s anger or shock. Nor did it change anyone’s opinions about the nature of their adversary. Quite the contrary. The aftermath of the Fetterman battle was, in the army’s mind, nothing less than barbaric savagery, for the Sioux and Cheyenne followed up their victory by turning the battlefield into a charnel house of stripped and grotesquely mutilated bodies. Scalping was the least of it. And while apologists might later explain this as an understandable expression of Indian rage, the army did not see it that way. So, Forsyth’s three judgments about the enemy he was sent to look for reflected the virtually unanimous opinion of the professional officer corps.

It’s worth noting that Forsyth’s remarks display none of the overconfidence and contempt for the Indians that doomed Fetterman—and would doom some others in the future. It’s also fair to mention, however, that Forsyth wrote his memoirs twenty-five years after the events, so it’s possible his opinions in 1868 were not quite so temperate. Wounded Knee had happened by the time of his writing, and understanding of the tribes’ attitudes and tragedies was more widespread, even among veterans who had fought against them. Besides, by then the tribes had been defeated, and the victors could afford to be less rancorous. On the other hand, Forsyth was not unique among army officers in apparently having little, if any, bitter hatred of the Indians as a people. The hostile tribes were the enemy, and if you were a soldier, you understood that your enemy was in the legitimate business of trying to kill you, any way he could. A professional soldier like Forsyth accepted that, and while he would deprecate scalping and savage mutilation, he would be able to appreciate their qualities as warriors.

Virulent hatred of the Indians was vastly more widespread among the civilian populations of the territories; they were, after all, the main targets of Indian attacks. In fact, a division of opinion about the “Indian question” was one aspect of Sheridan’s strategic and political problem, for the Western settlers were loud in their demands that the army do something about the attacks. Western editorialists frequently advocated “extermination.” The financiers who were building the railroads, operating stage lines, building new towns, and opening mines pressured their cronies in Congress to act. More than a few politicians had been bought and paid for, and their sponsors wanted some vigorous action in return for their investment. On the other hand, there were other politicians and editorialists, mostly in the east and far from the scenes of strife, who complained about the expense of maintaining an army to protect settlers and emigrant trains. This attitude was in direct line with a strong anti-army tradition, dating back before the Civil War and expressed by Horace Greeley: “Of all solecisms, a Standing Army in a Republic of the XIXth Century is the most indefensible. We have no more need of a Standing Army than of an order of nobility.” Greeley might suggest that a young man “go west” to seek his fortune, but that same young man should not expect the federal government to protect him on the way or when he got there. State and territorial volunteer troops, militias, and rangers should handle things in their areas, and the people directly affected by Indian depredations should bear the cost of their own defense. There were also philanthropists and religious leaders who urged understanding, moderation, and negotiation with the tribes, although they didn’t explain how that might work. Pacifists, like the Quakers, had trouble understanding that the tribes were decidedly not pacifists—quite the contrary. Their culture glorified and rewarded the warrior. So the arguments raged, and throughout the settlement of the West, the army felt ill-used and in the middle of an unwinnable argument between competing civilian interests and political opinions.

Sandy Forsyth didn’t know much about fighting Indians, but at least he realized it. And he was quite sure that his adversaries were not to be underestimated or disdained. Contempt and pride had killed Fetterman and his men. Forsyth understood that. He also knew that superior firepower and discipline could overcome numerical disadvantages. He could reasonably assume that fifty well-armed men—men who could shoot well—could defeat, or at least discourage, many times that number of attackers, especially if the men were placed in a reasonably good defensive position. Army doctrine at the time postulated that in order to have a chance of success, an attacking force needed three times the number of well-entrenched defenders. Maybe that also would apply against the mounted tribesmen. There was no reason not to believe that. The key, though, was not getting caught in the open. And on the endless, often featureless Plains, that might be easier said than done. A soldier didn’t need experience to figure that out; it was common sense.

Forsyth’s second-in-command was Lieutenant Frederick H. Beecher, of the Third Infantry. A Civil War veteran who had been severely wounded at Fredericksburg and Gettysburg, Beecher was now assigned to Fort Wallace, the westernmost post in Kansas and the site of the Union Pacific Railroad’s farthest construction point to date.


As Lieutenant Beecher had directed a secret mission that consisted of a group of four select scouts who kept surveillance over the Indians during the summer of 1868 and reported their strengths, locations and activities directly to General PH Sheridan, it is understandable that General Sheridan appointed Lieutenant Beecher as Major Forsyth’s second in command. Lieutenant Beecher was a dedicated soldier [and] a skilled scout…



Major Forsyth was glad to have Beecher with him. He described the young lieutenant as “[e]nergetic, active, reliable, brave and modest, with a love of hunting and a natural taste for plainscraft, he was a splendid specimen of a thoroughbred American and a most valuable man in any position requiring coolness, courage and tact.”



Forsyth also hired Dr. John H. Mooers, another Civil War veteran, who was now a civilian practicing in Hays, Kansas. According to one of the scouts, Mooers volunteered “more for fun than anything and because he always wanted to see a real, live wild Indian.”

Forsyth and Beecher recruited and hired the scouts at two forts in Kansas—Harker and Hays. They had no trouble raising the required number. Forsyth said he could choose from hundreds of men, many of them veterans of the Civil War who had flocked to the Western settlements after the end of the war—some of them glad for a job, however potentially hazardous. One in particular had fallen on hard times. He was William H. H. McCall, who had been a colonel of a Pennsylvania regiment of volunteers, had been brevetted brigadier general, and “like many another good man in either army, had drifted West since the close of the war, been unsuccessful, became a bit dissipated, and just at this period was ready and willing to take the chances in anything that offered an opportunity for advancement or distinction.” Forsyth appointed the former general, now sadly reduced, apparently, to be his first sergeant. The scouts would remain civilian employees, but Forsyth organized his company along the lines of a cavalry troop. Many of the other men had served in either the US or Confederate forces and had, like former General McCall, drifted west. Martin Burke, an Irishman who had served in the English army in India and then in a New York regiment during the Civil War, was a veteran who had only been recently discharged from the Third US Cavalry. On the other hand there was Sig Schlesinger, a Hungarian immigrant who had tried more odd jobs than most men at his time of life and was more or less desperate for any kind of job. Although only twenty, he looked even younger. One of the scouts described Sig as “a little New York tenderfoot Jewish lad, Sigman was about sixteen years old, wanted to enlist but Beecher told him, ‘You are too young and inexperienced. You wouldn’t know how to take care of yourself.’ But little Schlesinger went to Forsyth and begged so hard to go with us that the major turned to Beecher and said, ‘Oh, hell, Beecher, sign him up.’ ” Schlesinger hardly fit the ideal of an experienced frontiersman, but something about him must have appealed to Forsyth, if only his eagerness.

Other volunteers were local ranchers or farmers who had their own reasons for fighting Indians. Some were experienced scouts, like Forsyth’s chief guide, Abner “Sharp” Grover: “a plainsman of somewhere between forty and fifty who had passed his life hunting and trapping along the northwestern border.” Forsyth surmised that Grover was descended from French voyageurs and probably had some Indian blood, for he spoke Sioux language and was well versed in the crafts of a plainsman. “A keen eye, a good shot and a cool head made him a valuable man.” Grover would end his days in a barroom shoot-out in Pond Creek, Kansas—a wretched stage stop on the western Kansas border.

The scouts would be paid a dollar a day. They would provide their own horses and receive an additional thirty-five cents per day for their upkeep. The army would provide each man with a Spencer repeating rifle and a Colt pistol, 140 rounds of rifle and 30 rounds of pistol ammunition. They would also be issued “a blanket, a haversack, butcher-knife, tin plate and tin cup.”

Having recruited his fifty men, Forsyth was ready to head west by the end of August 1868. Forsyth’s outfit included “a pack-train of four mules, carrying camp-kettles and picks and shovels, in case it became necessary to dig for water, together with 4000 extra rounds of ammunition, some medical supplies, and extra rations of salt and coffee. Each man, officers included, carried seven days’ cooked rations in his haversack.”

It’s significant that the men carried only seven days’ worth of rations. There may have been extra food with the pack mules, but there were only four of them, and they were also burdened with heavy ammunition and tools. So there could not have been too much extra food. The men probably assumed they could supplement their food by hunting, but experienced frontiersmen would know that game animals did not always show up when they were most needed. The men could not rely on living off the country. After all, Indians who did live off the country were nomads who searched for their quarry across great expanses of the Plains—and often went hungry.

Even more important was food for the horses. Unlike Indian ponies, the white man’s horses could not live for long on grass alone. They were larger, bulkier, and had not been forced through generations to adapt to life on the Plains. To remain healthy, army and civilian horses needed to supplement grazing with an equal amount of grain. The army regulations stated that their horses required fourteen pounds of oats or corn per day—in addition to grazing—in order to maintain fitness. To state the obvious, grain was the army’s fuel, just as vital as the gasoline that powered armored columns in twentieth-century wars. But this necessity meant that the army’s major campaigns against the tribes required long wagon trains filled with grain for the horses, and that, by its very nature, restricted the army’s movement and dictated where they could go and not go, how far they could go, and how long they could stay before having to turn back. For example, the army in the Southwest was continually frustrated chasing after the hostile Apache, who were a mountain-dwelling people and who traveled fast through country that was impossible for wagons to traverse. It was only when General George Crook abandoned wagons and switched to pack-mule trains that the army began to have any success and could mount campaigns instead of sending out short-lived, small-unit patrols. (It also helped that Crook hired Apache scouts.) The point here is that even Forsyth’s small column was limited in the time it had for its patrol. Horses would begin to break down quickly once their normal fodder was exhausted. And since the scouts were supplying their own horses at the rate of thirty-five cents a day, and since there were only four mules in their train, we can assume that each scout carried his own horse’s fodder. It also meant extra weight for the horse to carry. That, added to the rider’s weight and the weight of his equipment, meant that the horse’s strength would be depleted even sooner than usual, especially if Forsyth anticipated making a normal cavalry march, which was usually twenty to twenty-five miles per day. Some of the men probably thought that their horses could exist on grass alone for a short patrol and decided to pocket the thirty-five cents instead of spending it on grain. On the other hand, it was late summer, and the prairie grass had long ago turned brown under the intense summer sun. It was an interesting logistical problem for even a small-unit patrol. The men might be able to shoot a buffalo or antelope, but that would mean nothing to their horses. And the prospect of having their horses break down and being afoot in the midst of the vast and hostile Plains was not something anyone wanted to think about, much less risk.

So if the men only carried seven days’ worth of rations, it was no doubt because they didn’t expect to stay out much longer than that.

When Forsyth’s little command left Fort Hays, Kansas, he was a happy man:


I sprang into the saddle with a light heart, and no little elation, at the thought of having a field command and a roving commission—a state of affairs that any true cavalry man can thoroughly appreciate. In less than ten hours’ time we were practically beyond civilization and well into Indian country. Looking back […] I find it almost impossible not to rhapsodize somewhat over the freedom of the life we led: the fresh air of the plains, the clearness of the atmosphere, the herds of buffalo, which scarcely raised their heads from their feeding-grounds as we passed, the bands of antelope that circled around us […] and, above all, the feeling that civilization was behind us, and the fascination that the danger of campaigning in an enemy’s country ever holds for a soldier was before us.



Quite a feeling. Ironically, these were the same feelings that often animated the tribesmen that Forsyth and his men were looking for. And it seems fair to think that Forsyth would have realized that, too, had he thought about it. Quite possibly, he did.

It was August 29, 1868—the part of summer that the Cheyenne called “the time when the cherries are ripe.” The scouts would be looking primarily for those same Cheyenne—warriors Captain Frederick Benteen of the Seventh Cavalry once described as “good shots, good riders and the best fighters the sun ever shone on.”






I THE ANTAGONISTS


[image: ]


We are to consider the subject of mankind, not as we wish them, but as we find them.

—SAMUEL JOHNSON








1 [image: ] THE CHEYENNE


THE PEOPLE

The tribe popularly known as Cheyenne called themselves Tsistsistas. The word means, roughly, “people.” They were not the only tribe that referred to themselves that way. The Apache and Navajo tribes called themselves Dine, which also means “the people.” The Sioux called themselves Lakota, which meant “the men.” Most likely the Cheyenne meant the word to signify “our people,” as opposed to other tribes who might be enemies or allies, depending on fluctuating intertribal politics. The word Cheyenne is sometimes assumed to come from French voyageurs who called them chien, the French word for “dog.” Since one of the fiercest and most famous of the Cheyenne warrior societies was called the Dog Soldiers, people assumed the connection. It’s more likely, however, that the word comes from the Sioux word shahiena, which means, roughly, “foreign speakers.” The wandering voyageurs probably learned it from the Sioux and adopted it, perhaps misunderstanding the meaning. Perhaps not. But as with many questions about preliterate cultures and their slow migrations through territories of other tribes speaking other languages, it is impossible to be certain about how the word Cheyenne evolved.

The Cheyenne language is part of the great collection of tongues called Algonquian, one of the largest and most widespread of the major Native language families. Speakers of Algonquian dialects lived in the Canadian provinces, from the Maritimes to the Rockies, down the east coast of the mid-Atlantic United States, and out through Ohio and both sides of the Great Lakes. The Iroquoian group in New York and Ontario formed a mostly eastern island in the midst of this, as did the Siouxan group in the central regions and on the western edges. But obviously these geographical distinctions are pretty arbitrary, for the Native peoples were not bound by language and they intermingled both for peaceful trade and war. Other Algonquian speakers were the Arapaho, who became the fast friends and allies of the Cheyenne, when the latter arrived on the Plains. The Blackfeet, however, spoke a similar tongue but were troublesome and fought with the migrating Cheyenne. Similarities of language conveyed no particular allegiances among the tribes. Nor did they convey any particular cultural advantages. Alvin Josephy notes that the Uto-Aztecan language was spoken by the highly sophisticated Aztecs and the impoverished and destitute Gosiute. It was also the language group of the Ute, Comanche, and Kiowa—all tribes the Cheyenne would encounter and fight with, now and then, and trade with occasionally. In short, there were dozens of different languages and dialects at work among the Native tribes of North America, and those languages are just one of the many differences among them. And while it is sometimes necessary to use a collective term, neither Native Americans nor Indians conveys the incredible diversity of people and cultures and, in fact, tends to group them all into one vast monolith, which further tends to foster sweeping and often inaccurate generalizations about them. The pueblo-dwelling Zuni of the Southwest spoke, and speak, a language that is unique—sui generis—and they are as different culturally from the Plains nomads as Basques and Cossacks.

The great diversity of languages resulted in the evolution of a sophisticated sign language, especially on the Plains, in order to facilitate trade among the tribes, the Mexicans, and later the whites. Forsyth’s “guide,” Sharp Grover, spoke the Sioux language, and Forsyth may have thought that would be useful. But Forsyth’s little command would instead run into the Cheyenne, and if he wanted to communicate, Grover would have to resort to sign language, which he undoubtedly understood, too. In the event, though, there was not much of an opportunity for talking.

The popular image of the Cheyenne is of a mounted warrior either chasing buffalo or attacking a wagon train or cavalry troop. And there is some truth to that image, of course. They were among the most warlike of all the Plains tribes. But they had come to the Plains only recently, as migrations go. In generations past, they were driven from their homelands in the northern Great Lakes regions by intertribal warfare. One story has it that their primary enemies at the time were the Ojibwa, whose early contact with the French traders gave them access to firearms. Guns allowed the Ojibwa to terrorize enemy tribes and drive them west. (The Lakota were also sufferers at the hands of the Ojibwa, whose name for them was naddowessioux meaning “enemy.” The French Canadian voyageurs merely shortened the name to Sioux.

A different Cheyenne story has it that the Siouan-speaking Assiniboins were the first to use firearms against them. But whatever the truth of the matter, there’s not much doubt that the Cheyenne migrated to the banks of the Upper Missouri River sometime in the eighteenth century because of pressure from enemy tribes to the east and north. And again contrary to popular images, the Cheyenne at the time were semi-agriculturalists. They planted corn, squash, beans, and tobacco. That in turn meant that their villages were more or less permanent. Like the other tribes of the Upper Missouri—the Mandan, Arikara, and Hidatsa—the Cheyenne lived in circular earth and timber lodges. The nomads who lived in buffalo-skin tepees would not become a reality until the next century, although the early Cheyenne of the Upper Missouri did venture on to the edges of the Plains to hunt game—buffalo, antelope, and small game—to supplement their crops. But they traveled on foot. Dogs dragged travois that held camp essentials. Typically, the Cheyenne would plant their crops in the spring, leave for an extended hunt during the summer, and return to the harvest in the autumn. In this they were no different from most of the tribes of North America who existed on a combination of agriculture and hunting. (The fierce Chiricahua Apache of southern Arizona and northern Mexico were an exception. They planted nothing and existed by hunting and plundering less warlike tribes and Mexican ranches and farms. They also relied to some extent on trade with other tribes and traders, both Mexican and Anglo.) By all accounts the Cheyenne got along reasonably well with their immediate neighbors on the Upper Missouri. The Arikara at the time were a large and powerful tribe and were the deadly enemies of the Sioux, who were also gradually being pushed west from the Upper Great Lakes. But after some early tension and fighting with the Arikara, the Cheyenne settled down and lived as fairly friendly neighbors. The tribes of the Upper Missouri were ravaged by smallpox in the early nineteenth century. The Mandan were virtually extinguished, and the Arikara lost roughly half their numbers. Their permanent villages on the banks of the Missouri—a primary trade route—exposed them to the contagion. By that time, though, the Cheyenne had migrated on to the Plains and therefore avoided most of the devastation. There would be other epidemics in their future, however.

Though perhaps it is obvious, the migration of these peoples happened very slowly and in small bands. Whole tribes did not pack up and leave; rather, small villages would move—either from pressure from enemies or from some depletion of food resources—and they would wander off to find a better location. Like most immigrants, they heard from some who had gone before about an attractive place to move. The same is true of other tribes who are now thought of as synonymous with the Great Plains horse culture—Kiowa, Comanche, Crow, and Arapaho, in addition to the Sioux, who came probably a little later. Eighteenth-century Mexican traders who wandered north encountered all these tribes in the area of the Black Hills (of southwestern South Dakota). Not surprisingly these hills were often the scene of intertribal strife, warfare, and shifting alliances. The Black Hills were rich in game animals, clear streams, timber for lodge poles, and they were a huge island in the midst of the Plains and a refuge from the searing summer sun. They were therefore a greatly coveted territory and much fought over. But they were also centers of trade. Not only Mexicans but also the French voyageurs arrived in the area well before Lewis and Clark’s expedition, and were probably the source of the first firearms for the Cheyenne and others. And having a firearm naturally led to a continuing need for ammunition—powder and ball. That in turn led to an increased need for trade and for contacts with the Europeans or with other tribes who acted as middlemen. And so semi-regular trading patterns evolved.

But there was one key to all this movement onto the Great Plains—the horse.

THE SACRED DOG

It would be virtually impossible to overstate the importance of the horse to the Cheyenne and indeed to all the Plains tribes. The horse was the means of transportation that allowed the Cheyenne to venture farther out onto the Plains in search of game. Whereas before they were afoot and accompanied by dogs that carried their goods and dragged their travois, now they had a powerful animal that would allow them to carry more, go faster and farther. Even in the days when they were making the transition away from semi-agricultural life, a few mounted Cheyenne hunters could stay away from their fields longer, and remain in distant hunting grounds longer, because they could return quicker. When villages acquired more horses and became fully mobile, they were able to abandon their farms for good and follow the migrations of the buffalo herd. They could go wherever opportunities presented themselves. They could meet with other tribes, other villages for trade. They could more easily find and attack their enemies. They could meet wandering European traders and acquire supplies. No longer part-time farmers, they became full-time nomads.

Most of these changes occurred in the eighteenth century:


The Spanish brought horses to the Rio Grande. Some escaped, and Indian raiders seized others. By the opening of the eighteenth century the grasslands of the Great Plains nourished multiplying herds of wild horses. Trade and raids hastened their spread north and east. By late in the century virtually all the Indians of the Trans-Mississippi West had horses.



Surely the horse was known to the tribes, when they were living along the rivers and lakes toward the east and north. European settlers, traders, and explorers had them, but not in great numbers. And at the time, the Native tribes like the Cheyenne were largely woodland, riverine, and hunter/farmer people. The horse was not an essential animal and therefore not particularly coveted—not the way it would become. Travel was by canoe on rivers and lakes and by forest path. Hunted quarry were predominantly woodland creatures, many of them small game, who were best stalked on foot. Fish and waterfowl were important supplements, but no one needed a horse to catch them. What’s more, the geography of the north and eastern lakes and woodlands would not support huge herds of grazing animals—neither horses, buffalo, nor even domestic cattle of the kind that flourished later on western ranches. (There were bison east of the Mississippi, but they were less numerous and traveled in much smaller herds, unlike their cousins in the West.) It was the geography of the western Plains that elevated the horse to a place of preeminent value to the tribes, as they migrated west and south. It was the grass of the Plains that supported the buffalo and then later the wild horse, and it was the mounted hunter who was able to search for and efficiently kill the buffalo. A hunter afoot would have only a few chances to kill one or two buffalo before probably frightening the rest of them into a stampede, assuming he could even find a herd. And a hunter afoot is vulnerable to a buffalo that takes exception to being shot at or speared. But a hunter on horseback can ride with them, shooting arrows into the panicked beasts and killing numbers of them. And he can avoid their counterattacks much easier than a man on foot. The buffalo, horse, and hunter became inextricably bound together. But it was man who benefited. Remove either of the other two, and the Native man could not survive independently on the Plains. (That was so glaringly obvious that it became both a matter of strategy and tactics. Killing off the buffalo became one strategic solution to the Indian problem. And running off or destroying the hostile horse herds was a common tactic. Colonel Ranald Mackenzie’s successful campaign in Texas was capped by the destruction of the vast herds of Comanche horses.)

But on the Plains, the horse was much more than transportation and a hunting partner. Because it was so essential, the horse also became a unit of exchange. It was the Plains Indians’ primary currency and therefore the most important indication of wealth. Unlike the European, who thought of wealth mostly in terms of money and land, the wealthy Cheyenne’s portfolio consisted mostly of horses. One popular image of the Indian is that of a man who disdained material goods and was immune to the attractions of wealth. But that is not true. The Cheyenne liked wealth as much as the whites; they just thought of it in different terms. Land was never part of the equation, because no one “owned” land. The concept of deeded real estate didn’t exist. Tribes fought over prime hunting grounds and thought of them as their territory, once they had evicted their enemies. But no one claimed to own that land. Tribes often had friendly—or wary—relationships with other tribes and might honor vague territorial hunting “rights.” But those informal agreements would last only as long as game in their own territory was abundant. When game became depleted, there would be war over territory, and the law of conquest was applied ruthlessly. When the tribes talked about “our land,” they were talking about hunting territory they had conquered and from which they had driven out previous tribes. A Sioux chief expressed the prevailing attitude of all the warlike tribes: “ ‘These lands [the Black Hills] once belonged to the Kiowas and Crows, but we whipped these nations out of them, and in this we did what the white men do when they want the lands of the Indians.’ ”

That said, the concept of individual ownership of pieces of the earth was foreign to them. This idea is often romanticized as a kind of religious/philosophical principle utterly foreign to the acquisitive white culture—“no one owns Mother Earth.” And there is certainly something to that. But when your means of subsistence is a creature that wanders for miles in all directions, the idea of surveyed and fenced real estate is a practical absurdity. It seems likely that when the Cheyenne were farming plots along the Missouri River, they had a somewhat different idea about ownership and property. That said, horses—those useful and vital creatures—were another story. Individual people of the tribe coveted them, owned them, and accumulated them. And they were so valuable a tool that they also became a unit of exchange, a currency. Unlike money, which is only a representative of value, the horse had intrinsic value. Even gold, which is pretty widely recognized as a store of value, really has none, intrinsically. You can’t do much with it, except make jewelry and cap teeth. (Indians never could understand the white man’s mania for gold.) But a horse! You could obviously use it to improve your hunting and therefore your way of life, but it was also a commodity that other people valued equally. It was a fungible medium of exchange. You could trade it for other goods you desired—and in dire circumstances, you could even eat it. And the value of the horse as a currency was pretty well agreed upon by your trading partners. Everyone understood how to evaluate a horse. Of course, there were other recognized items of value that were bartered—buffalo robes and fur-bearing animal skins, tools and weapons, whiskey. But the horse was a unit of value conceptually like the dollar in the foreign-currency markets—the principle unit against which others could be measured. (Even Hollywood, which has perpetrated decades of ridiculous images of the tribes and the West, accurately portrays the horse as a currency, usually used to acquire a wife.) Even better, a horse was a unit of wealth that could reproduce itself without any human agency. An annual foal was nature’s compound interest. What’s more, a horse was—and is—a reliable, social, herd animal. Put two horses in a five-hundred-acre pasture, and they will be standing next to each other, most of the time. That meant the tribes could accumulate large herds of the animals and not worry about them running off and scattering in all directions at the first opportunity. They did not take much management or effort to control. A few preteen boys could easily watch over the village herd. Even better, most Indian horses were descendants of the wild mustangs—or even captured wild mustangs, themselves. They could live off the grass of the Plains without any supplement, and the only concession the tribes had to make to managing their herds was to move along when the horses had eaten all the grass around the camp. (People who study the Battle of the Little Big Horn wonder what Custer would have found if he’d arrived a few days later, for the unusually large Indian camp would have had to split up and move to get grazing for the huge horse herd.) Thus the animal that allowed the tribes to be greater nomads, also required it, as did the wandering buffalo, of course. And that in turn brought the tribes into greater contact with other similar tribes who coveted the same hunting grounds. Hence the horse encouraged intertribal strife, which is not to suggest that there was none before, but just to say that it became more widespread. And easier. Tribes were more likely to bump into other tribes. That could lead to fighting, but it could also lead to alliances and peaceful trade. What’s more, the horse was a unit of wealth that was pretty easily acquired, either by capturing wild mustangs or, even better, by stealing them from other tribes, other villages. An enterprising Cheyenne warrior might make himself wealthy in just one raid against a Crow or Pawnee village. With wealth came prestige within the tribe, and that prestige was enhanced in the manner of achieving the wealth, for it took daring and courage to raid an enemy camp and run off some of their horses. This was especially true because the tribesmen had a practice of keeping their best horses tied just outside their lodges, rather than with the night-grazing herd. Stealthily coming into a sleeping enemy camp, cutting loose the best horses, and leading them quietly away, took particular courage and skill and therefore conveyed great prestige, in addition to wealth. And, as one of the horse’s many virtues, it would probably not even resist being stolen and would come away obligingly, either singly or with the others in the herd. The successful horse stealer might then add to his prestige by giving away some of his prizes to less able or more needy people in his village. His motives were both charitable and self-interested, and not all that different in spirit from a banker endowing a college building. The banker sees his name in stone, the warrior hears his name in story. Both do good works; both enjoy a sense of pride.

In addition to being a way of gaining wealth and prestige, raiding for horses was a great game. It was exhilarating. A successful raid was an artistic triumph—to drive off an enemy’s wealth and leave him no way to pursue? It was the ideal adventure. And speaking of story, it was a perfect story with a beginning, middle, and end—the planning, the execution, the escape, and return. It would sound good with the retelling around the campfire later. It was also an expression of the individual freedom that the Cheyenne and like-minded tribes cherished above all other human values. The expression of wild freedom in both raiding and hunting was the Cheyenne’s greatest satisfaction.

The Cheyenne were a warlike tribe, but combat was not the only expression of the warrior’s virtues. Raids to steal horses were an equivalent, or perhaps even greater joy, and brought the greatest financial rewards. In terms of satisfying risk and reward, raiding and hunting were coequals.

The horse meant wealth and freedom. Little wonder then, that while the Cheyenne valued their individual horses, they also ascribed a mystical meaning to the idea of a horse. The Sioux called it “the sacred dog”—albeit in a different language, but a very similar sentiment.

The horse made the Cheyenne nomadic way of life possible, and it also made it irresistible and nourishing, in more ways than one. Not that life on the Plains was always easy. It might now and then involve periods of hunger, or months of desperate weather. Winter on the Plains can be harsh—and worse. In fact, late winter was the best time for horse hunters to capture wild mustangs, because the horses were thin and weak from months of barely getting by. They were easier to capture, as they might flounder in late snow drifts or early mud. The army gradually learned that these same winter months were a useful time to attack the villages. The Indians traditionally did not fight or move during these months precisely because their horse herds were worn down from lack of forage. It was only when the grass turned green that the Cheyenne and other Plains tribes began to think about raiding or going on the warpath.

NOMADISM VERSUS SETTLEMENT: AN IRRECONCILABLE DIFFERENCE

Even though living on the Plains was not easy, the life of a nomad was irresistibly attractive to the Cheyenne and the other Plains tribes. The growing number of Western settlers—miners, ranchers, farmers, villagers—regarded nomads with incomprehension and alarm. The two modes of life were fundamentally incompatible.


Settled people, particularly people of settled habits seeking to impose them over a nomadic zone, simply cannot comprehend the fulfilment that the roaming existence brings to the migrant pastoralist and the hunter. The settler is a creature seeking the certainties of boundaries, fixed habitation, mine and thine. The nomad, by contrast, relishes uncertainty, movement, adventure, random reward, chance wealth, and values no possession that does not serve his restless, rootless, irresponsible habits. […] [T]he nomad regards himself as a superior being, because he enjoys the greatest of all human endowments, personal freedom and detachment from material burdens. Nomadism, anthropologists have concluded, is the happiest of all human ways of life, and because of the happiness it brings, those who enjoy it react with violence against outsiders who seek to limit or redirect it.



And that is exactly what happened. The tribes “reacted with violence” to the growing incursion of the white settlements. But anyone who thought about it knew with absolute certainty that the nomadic way of life could not possibly coexist with the expanding white civilization. It could not continue. Over time the environment—the very space—that supported the nomad’s way of life would be swallowed up by settlement, and the game animals would be replaced by domestic cattle. Settlement was coming inevitably; there was no stopping it; there was no stopping the hordes of miners heading for the goldfields, or the railroads moving inexorably west, or the Mormons heading for Zion, or any of the other thousands of people heading for somewhere that promised to be better than the place they left. And no one but the Plains nomads wanted to stop the settlement. Quite the contrary.

People are fond of calling this attitude an expression of manifest destiny. Some use it with something of a sneer, implying that the term represented discredited nineteenth-century assumptions about the superiority of Anglo-Saxon civilization and the inevitable correctness of its expansion at the expense of lesser cultures. Some did think of it that way at the time, perhaps. But in fact the country’s destiny was manifest—not in the sense that it was somehow the will of divine providence but in the sense that the country’s westward destiny was glaringly obvious Manifest. Anyone who could look at a map could see that. The Louisiana Purchase and then the Mexican War settled that question once and for all. It was inconceivable that the nation would leave vast swathes of land empty in the middle of the country to be used solely by a relatively small number of wandering tribes of hunters—tribes that fought with each other for the right to go wherever they pleased and shoot whatever they wanted. Even if such an absurdity were granted, the two sides of the settled country would have to communicate with each other. California was already a state; Colorado was clamoring to become one. The two halves of the country had to be connected in order to be a country. And that meant installing the telegraph and building the railroads across the land that the United States owned by right of conquest, treaty, or purchase. And as soon as the railroads came, so, too, would come towns and farms and ranches and all the elements of white civilization that would cluster along the tracks, elements that indeed were part of the basic planning for the railroads and essential to them. The Plains qua Plains could not and would not continue to exist as a vast ocean of grass occupied only by wild grazing animals and their occasional predators. And as the Plains were settled and filled, the feasibility of nomadism would slowly but surely fade. Even the most tenderhearted philanthropist and friend of the Indian understood that. And there were many such white people, mostly in the east and far from the scenes of conflict. This is not to imply that their philanthropy was insincere or largely self-congratulatory, but merely to say it’s easier to be a philanthropist when no one is running off your cattle or burning down your homestead—and when the risk of that is nonexistent. Furthermore, no honest philanthropist would disagree with that. In any event, even the strongest advocates for the Indians understood that the Plains nomads would sooner or later have to surrender their way of life. There was no alternative. People only differed about the best way to arrive at that inevitable end. Because it was inevitable. And so the settlers knew that the sooner the Indians stopped “wriggling against their doom,” as General William Tecumseh Sherman put it, the sooner the barriers to civilization in all its forms would fall. (Sherman also referred to the Indians as “[a] singular race of brave men fighting against destiny.” And if the Indians refused to comply, sterner measures were called for.

In the years just after the Civil War, the Plains tribes may have suspected what was coming. But none of them could quite imagine the extent of it. They would sit on their ponies and look around all points of the compass and see nothing but rolling grassland all the way to the horizon. It was hard to imagine that this could ever change. And so they continued to assert their nomadic imperatives. Kiowa chief and fierce antagonist of the whites, Satanta, said: “I have heard you intend to settle us on a reservation near the mountains. I don’t want to settle there. I love to roam over the wide prairie, and when I do, I feel free and happy, but when we settle down we grow pale and die.” It could hardly be more clear—the nomadic life was life. To be forced to abandon it—to become settled—was death. But very few white people, whether in the government or civilian life, really cared whether Satanta and his comrades felt free and happy, or not. Those few who did care also understood that in the long run it really didn’t matter.

As mentioned, it was the Western settlers who were loudest in their calls for the government and the army to do something about the nomadic tribes. And they were the ones who could not understand or countenance the nomadic way of life. And, in fairness, they were the ones whose farms and ranches made them easy targets for Indian raiders. It was their cattle that were run off, their barns and houses that were burned, their families who were murdered. The rage of the settlers was understandable. Those who lost property or had family members killed or kidnapped wanted revenge immediately. In its attitudes toward the tribes, the regular army tended to be far less violent than civilian settlers, although the army was tasked with carrying out vacillating government policies and was therefore often frustrated and placed in situations that resulted in mistakes and even atrocities. Sherman understood the Indians’ dilemma and admired their bravery, but his determination to do his job was “uncomplicated by sentiment.” That job was to eliminate the possibility of a nomadic culture. If the tribes agreed to stay in one place, the violence could end. If they refused to do that, the violence would continue. And there was no doubt about the eventual outcome. Sherman knew as others must have that nomadism would inevitably fade away—become impossible—as the nation grew. But Sherman also knew he could not afford to wait for time to do the job, while the tribes and the whites were literally at each other’s throats. The cost in blood and treasure was unacceptable. And the political pressures to accelerate the process were irresistible.

But the Cheyenne and their native allies would not go quietly.

THE MARK OF THE WARRIOR

The Cheyenne culture was a warrior culture. As difficult as it may be for the more settled or pacific person to understand, the mark of the warrior is that he actually enjoys fighting. For the nomadic horse warrior “violence [was] a way of life, an expression of joy and belief, unlinked to any strategic or tactical necessity.” The Latin for it is gaudium certaminis—the joy of battle. It’s not that the warrior is never afraid but rather that fear is a controllable emotion and can be overridden by the fierce exhilaration of the fight. This ethic was instilled in Cheyenne boys from the first moments they were able to understand:


The fighting spirit was encouraged. In no way could a young man gain so much credit as by the exhibition of courage. Boys and youths were trained to feel that the most important thing in life was to be brave; that death was not a thing to be avoided; that, in fact, it was better for a man to be killed while in his full vigor rather than to wait until his time was past, his powers were failing, and he could no longer achieve those feats which to all seemed so desirable.



Furthermore:


The Indian lived in public. He was constantly under the eyes of his tribe, and most of his doings were known to them. As he was eager for the approval of his fellows, and greedy for their praise, so public opinion promised the reward he hoped for and threatened the punishment he feared.



The path to acclaim was clear from a boy’s earliest years—success in hunting, success in raiding, success in war. The boy learned these lessons directly, through instruction from his elders, and indirectly, through observation of the village’s warrior/heroes. To succeed in these arenas was to be a great man in the village and in the tribe as a whole. To fail brought shame and ignominy.


Of abstract principles of right and wrong, as we understand them, the Indian knew nothing. He had never been told of them. The instructor of the Indian child did not attempt to entice him to do right by presenting the hope of heaven, nor to frighten him from evil by the fear of hell; instead, he pointed out that the respect and approbation of one’s fellow men were to be desired, while their condemnation and contempt were to be dreaded.



The clearest route to acclaim was raiding and war. And in a raid, it wasn’t even necessary to kill anyone—not that the Cheyenne were averse to killing. Far from it. But an equally and perhaps superior expression of their ethic was counting coup—touching an enemy, preferably when he was still alive. Being the first to do so was the greatest honor. Even counting coup on a dead enemy meant something.


The chief applause was won by the man who could first touch the fallen enemy. In Indian estimation, the bravest act that could be performed was to count coup on—to touch or strike—a living, unhurt man and to leave him alive, and this was frequently done. […] It was regarded as evidence of bravery for a man to go into battle carrying no weapon that would do harm at a distance.



The key phrase there is at a distance. If you were going to kill an enemy, it was far better to do it with a knife or club at close range than with a rifle at three hundred yards. But if circumstances dictated that you had to shoot him, it was still an honorable act to ride up and touch the dead or wounded man. You might then scalp him or leave it for someone else to do it:


[T]o scalp an enemy was not a notable feat and in no sense especially creditable. If scalped, the skin of the head was taken merely as a trophy, something to show, something to dance over—a good thing, but of no great importance; but to touch the enemy with something held in the hand, with the bare hand, or with any part of the body, was a proof of bravery—a feat which entitled the man or the boy who did it to the greatest credit.



The warrior’s desire for acclaim affected the way the Cheyenne fought.


Much has been written about the great chiefs, Sitting Bull, Red Cloud, Spotted Tail, Crazy Horse and, American Horse of the Sioux and Tall Bull, Dull Knife, and Roman Nose of the Cheyenne. They have been described as great leaders and in a fashion that is true. Besides being themselves brave, these men were orators, able to stir the emotions and were looked up to with great respect. Some of them were great warriors, but in battle not one of them could have given an order that would have been obeyed, for among the Indians there was no such thing as discipline. If some great warrior wished to charge the enemy, he would say “Now I am going,” and if a group of young men felt disposed to do so they would follow him. But if Red Cloud or Sitting Bull had picked out two or three hundred men and ordered them to charge the enemy in a body, no attention would have been paid to the order. The individual Indian fought just in his own way and took orders from no one.



Red Cloud and many of the others mentioned here were the same chiefs who authored the destruction of Fetterman and his men. But the tactics involved were simple and agreed upon by all—wait in ambush, send a few mounted warriors to decoy and lure the feckless soldiers into the ambush, and then overwhelm them. The decoy tactic was common and well understood by all warriors. So was ambush. It required little discipline, because it was the way things were usually done. And although there’s no way of knowing for sure, it’s likely that when the Indians attacked, it was a spontaneous eruption, rather than an organized charge—“Now I am going.”

If the acclaim of the village was the primary goal and if that was achieved through war and raiding, it’s clear why well-meaning and earnest Christian missionaries had slow going when they approached the Cheyenne and suggested things like meek pacifism and turning the other cheek. And while that may seem to be a facile observation, it becomes relevant to remember when it’s time to discuss the government’s peace initiatives, which were driven in large part by well-meaning missionary efforts from both Catholic and Protestant denominations. The missionary’s Christianity was the principal barrier to understanding the Indian, in the same way the Indian’s worldview was a barrier to comprehending the missionary. It was not that the warrior misunderstood what the Christian was saying; it was that he fundamentally disagreed with it, just as he disagreed with the reformers who told him the life of a settled farmer would be an improvement over the life of a wandering hunter.

Probably the only thing the Cheyenne could agree with in Christianity was the notion of charity. That was a communal value they embraced long before the missionaries arrived. But this was not the result of some sort of naturally inherent communitarian feelings that were absent in much of the white society. Nor was it an expression of the sentimental fiction known as the Noble Savage. The Cheyenne lived in small villages. Everything and everyone was there to see and hear. It was impossible to ignore the fact that someone was starving or had needs that could easily be satisfied by the transfer of some sort of wealth. Some of those in need might even be relatives. The feeling that something should be done was inescapable and would be abroad in the village. So that although a buffalo killed belonged to the hunter who killed it, and to his immediate family, it was impossible to ignore the fact that an ancient wizened woman with no means of support should be given something of the successful hunter’s game. And it was natural that this sort of feeling and action should be applauded and become part of the ethic of the village. Charity—especially a warrior’s distributing the spoils of a raid—was not only useful in keeping the village supplied but also another way to achieve acclaim. It seems unlikely that the Cheyenne people were intrinsically more charitable than other people, and more likely that they adapted and responded to the village environment with natural human instincts. Anything less would have been unusual cruelty, and the Cheyenne were not cruel—not to their own. Quite the opposite. To their enemies, however, it was another story. And it’s also natural and reasonable that the successful hunter or raider should receive praise for giving away what he had won through an exercise of his skills. So charity leads to gratitude and praise, which encourages more of the same. Nor was charitable giving insincere or politically cynical; it was a natural thing to do, and it was an equally natural thing to receive praise for doing it. (Having said this, it is also undeniable that any generalization about human nature will have exceptions.)

That same sort of reasoning applies as well to the fame a warrior sought and cherished. The way of the warrior was more than simple self-assertion and vanity, more than “seeking the bubble reputation, even in the cannon’s mouth.” It was necessary for the survival of the family and the village. As mentioned, the villages were necessarily small, because they relied on hunting to survive. (Once again, the huge village Custer encountered was an anomaly and a very temporary one, at that.) The villages were also at risk to raiders from enemy tribes who came not only to steal horses, but to enhance their own reputation as fighters and to express their hatred of an enemy tribe—hatred that was possibly driven by desire for revenge—an extremely powerful motive for all the Plains tribes. Or attacks may have simply been economically driven—a raid for horses. And so with a small village population to draw from, and few if any ways to replace casualties, the men of the village had to become warriors and effective warriors at that. It is not enough to have courage and a dauntless spirit. Without the requisite skills, a warrior is nothing more than a courageous casualty. And so the tribe and its various villages had no choice but to nourish the warrior’s skills and mentality, and part of that process involved reward. Rewards meant not only wealth but also, more important, the acclaim and gratitude of the village—from comrades and the old people and the women and the children, who were even then imbibing the ethic, by observation and instruction. The vast and numerous white culture could afford psychological and professional specialization—could accommodate cavaliers and pacifists, settlers and soldiers, businessmen and pastors—but the Cheyenne could not. Even at the height of their power the Cheyenne tribe probably numbered somewhere around 3,500 people. And those were further divided into villages that, because of the villagers’ wanderings on the vast Plains, were necessarily often isolated and left to their own devices in both hunting and defense. They were warlike because they had to be, and because they had to be, the culture of acclaim developed and continued the cycle from generation to generation. Of course, not every man was a fearless warrior or tribal hero, but every man had to be able to fight, just as he had to be able to hunt. They were a people who adapted to their environment in ways that seem, on reflection, perfectly reasonable. Had they not so adapted, they would most likely not have survived; certainly not in their recognized form. And so a warrior, who reveled in the arts of hunting, raiding, and war, was an expression of a fundamental tribal imperative. If he was proud and vainglorious, well, that went with the territory. And it was a well-earned privilege. But he had to be the way he was. The more one looks at the context and conditions the Cheyenne and the other tribes faced, the more it seems that the adaptations of their culture could hardly have been otherwise. British general and military theorist J. F. C. Fuller wrote:


Rude tribes […] have had continually to carry on an external self-defense and internal co-operation—external antagonism and internal friendship. Hence the members have acquired two different sets of sentiments and ideas, adjusted to these two kinds of activity. A life of constant external enmity generates a code in which aggression, conquest, and revenge are inculcated, while peaceful occupations are reprobated. Conversely a life of settled internal amity generates a code inculcating the virtues conducing to a harmonious co-operation—justice, honesty, veracity, regard for each other’s claims.



It seems logical that the greater the external threat, the sharper and more intense this Manichean worldview would be. And if Fuller is correct that “peaceful occupations would be reprobated,” it goes some way to explaining why the threatened tribes resisted adopting the “peaceful occupations” of white civilization. Or rather, it is an additional insight into their reluctance, for that reluctance, even refusal, had a variety of sources, not least the nomad’s love of being a nomad.

The Plains Indians’ way of life was profoundly different from the whites, of course, but when faced with the same environmental conditions and historical context, would a collection of whites have reacted much differently? That is not a rhetorical question; it’s one that seems interesting to think about. On the other hand, maybe the answer is obvious.

VILLAGE POLITICS

Discipline and the desire for individual acclaim—glory—are, if not incompatible, then at the very least uncomfortable bedfellows. The Cheyenne culture encouraged an individual warrior’s desire for glory, because it depended on it for survival. And that was understood and accepted—even unquestioned—by the leaders who would be chiefs and tribal influences. And for that reason, the chiefs had only moral power to sway opinion and advocate policy. There was little, if any, hierarchical command and control structure to the tribes. The chief could not order his people to do something. He could only suggest and explain his thinking about why one course of action seemed to be the better way. On other hand, the chiefs were selected by the people, and the people naturally gravitated toward men they respected. Chiefs were chosen on the basis of their record as warriors, their wisdom, their skills in oratory and persuasion. But their authority still resided in the “will of the people.” Chiefs were keenly aware of the general consensus on any weighty matter, such as peace or war, tribal alliances, and treaties with the ever increasing, ever encroaching whites. Even decisions such as moving the camp, because of scarcity of food resources, were generally taken after the chief understood public opinion. After all, he lived among his people, in close proximity, so it was not hard to assess the way people felt about anything. Half-caste Cheyenne warrior George Bent said:


[F]ew white people understand the position of an Indian chief. There is no such thing as a “war chief”; those so called war chiefs being simply the leaders of the warrior societies and not chiefs at all. […] A chief was a peace official. Many chiefs were famous fighters in their younger days, yet others who gained fame as wise leaders were never noted as warriors. […] A chief was the headman of the village, directed its movements, selected camping places, and appointed the soldier societies to maintain order in the camp; he settled disputes and was just to all, else he fell into disfavor.



If he fell “into disfavor,” he could be deposed.

Sometime in the 1830s the Cheyenne tribe decided to divide into two groups. One would stay in the north in the area of the Black Hills and environs; the other would go south to what is now Oklahoma and had not yet been officially designated as Indian Territory. There was no schism involved in this division. The two groups continued to intermingle socially, and sometimes whole families would live in one location for a while and then move to the other.

There were chiefs selected in all the Cheyenne bands, and periodically these would meet in grand council of the tribe. Of these, there were four elected principal chiefs. Councils were conducted in grave dignity and decorum. One speaker at a time spoke his mind, while the others listened and said nothing. They would have been shocked to observe, for example, the unruly behavior of members of Parliament during the Prime Minister’s Questions. The chiefs had significant moral power and significant responsibility as a result, but they could not order anyone to do anything, nor would they consider it right or proper, or even wise to do so. But they all felt the weight of responsibility, and some warriors who had made famous names for themselves refused the honor of becoming a chief because of that responsibility. Roman Nose, one of the most famous of the Cheyenne warriors, was elected several times but always refused the office. William Tecumseh Sherman would have understood the decision, although Sherman’s refusals had more to do with contempt for politics and politicians as a species, while Roman Nose seemed to feel himself unequal to the responsibilities of leadership in anything but war. Quite a difference. Or, since it’s possible that the Cheyenne were at base not much different from other human creatures, maybe Roman Nose was having too much fun raiding and didn’t want to be bothered with the cares of the Cheyenne senate. This same Roman Nose, by the way, would soon be meeting Forsyth and his band of frontiersmen.

The inability of the white government officials to understand the way the Cheyenne (and the other Plains Indians) governed themselves played havoc with their relations with the tribes. The whites simply could not understand that the chief’s mark on a treaty meant nothing necessarily to his village, let alone to the whole tribe. And it certainly meant nothing at all to the young warriors who went off on a raid. The raid was an expression of the eternal ethic of the warrior’s culture, not a violation of it. It was a proclamation of identity and authenticity. The older chiefs might lament that they “could not control their young men.” And that was true, but not for reasons that the frustrated white politicians believed. It was not because the chiefs were weak or duplicitous; it was because such discipline and authority were utterly foreign and obnoxious to all “the people.” In an 1867 council with the tribes, General Winfield Scott Hancock, hero of Gettysburg and commander on the southern Plains, said, “Every tribe ought to have a great chief, one that will command them. For any depredations committed by any one of his tribe, I shall hold the chief and his tribe responsible.”

Hancock was an effective general when it came to commanding an army corps, but he knew no more about the Plains Indians and how and why they acted as they did than the greenest new recruit just off the boat from Ireland. Now and then the white politicians would try to appoint a compliant individual as a chief and get him to agree to something. That ploy fooled no one and only led to more white frustration, when the rest of the tribe ignored the ersatz chief, his policies and his agreements.

In fairness, the white officials had of course all been raised in a hierarchical structures—starting in the family and passing through school and college and perhaps the armed services and then into business or government. They knew no other model and could not imagine any other kind of organization. In fact, “organization” and “hierarchy” were virtually synonymous. Everyone had a boss who must be listened to, like it or not. It’s no wonder that they could not understand how the Indians thought. Besides, the whites really had no one to explain things to them. The language barrier in itself was almost insuperable, and it was only one barrier to understanding. And even if someone tried to explain Indian thinking, some officials wouldn’t have believed what they were told. Or cared. Others would have realized that the Indians’ ideas about society simply could not work in any group other than a small village of nomads operating in an empty country that offered abundant game. And so the discussion ultimately was academic, because sooner or later the empty country would be a thing of the past. So would the abundant game. And, therefore, so would the small villages of nomads. It was not a question of whether; it was a question of when and how.

“WE FEW, WE HAPPY FEW.”

The Cheyenne had a reputation for being bold and aggressive warriors. But of course they were people, and not every individual man was as courageous as he might wish himself to be. But here again, the culture supported his resolve, not only because of its rewards for daring deeds but also because of the public nature of his life. The warriors all knew each other. And even in the odd situations when several villages happened to be camped together, and when the warriors from each went out in their hundreds, as in the case of the Fetterman battle, the warriors from a same village would naturally associate as usual, almost like an army’s squad system. So even in the rare actions when hundreds were involved, the warriors still thought in terms of small units. “[F]our brave men who do not know each other will not dare to attack a lion; four less brave, but knowing each other well, sure of their reliability and consequently of mutual aid, will attack resolutely.”

People who write about soldiers in combat routinely and correctly point out that soldiers fight primarily for each other, rather than for any cause or idea, however valid or noble. To help a comrade and not to be seen shirking were two sides of a powerful motive. The more desperate the situation, the more that is true. The nomadic village was by necessity a small group, and its warriors were the very definition of a small-combat unit. And the small-combat unit supported and reinforced the individual’s courage and martial ardor, or at least his steadfastness. Even the less aggressive could join in to attack “the lion,” because he trusted his mates. He also knew that any failure or shirking would bring certain disgrace back in the village. And the Cheyenne were keenly aware that when they were fighting against invaders, they were not fighting to protect some abstract idea of home and country but the real thing. A Cheyenne warrior’s family and the families of his comrades were threatened. The celebrated idea of a “band of brothers” was often literally true of the Cheyenne. When you combine these three factors—small-unit support, the acclaim or shame of the village, and the defense of loved ones and property—it’s not at all surprising that the Cheyenne warrior was a fierce and formidable opponent—especially when his adversary was an army private who was there primarily for his thirteen dollars a month and not much else. And the fact that the private was probably a recent immigrant and possibly not even fluent in English meant that he might be isolated even from the others in his company and have little or no feelings of comradeship.

To say that the Cheyenne fighters enjoyed a high degree of comradery does not mean that every village was a harmonious gathering that was free of personal jealousies and rivalries. The famous Lakota warrior Crazy Horse was shot in the face by a jealous husband. Jealous husbands and wandering wives are not the sole province of the Europeans, although the Cheyenne women were famously virtuous. But the Cheyenne village was vulnerable to the same kind of minor pathologies that surfaced in any small town. When the Cheyenne called themselves “the people,” they were perhaps saying more about themselves than they intended. It’s just that the Cheyenne way of life fostered and perpetuated the unanimous warlike mentality—and the warriors—it needed to survive.

Unit comradery was enhanced by membership in one of the famous Cheyenne warrior societies. There were six of these—the Kit Foxes, the Elk Horn Scrapers (or Crooked Lance), the Red Shields, the Bow Strings, the Crazy Dogs, and the Dog Soldiers. A teenage boy might choose to join any of these societies, each of which had its own ceremonial dance, talismans, taboos, and rituals, and each enforced a discipline of a kind on its members. The discipline was compatible with the Cheyenne’s fierce individualism, because it operated within the strictures of prescribed rituals on the one hand and in the practical sphere of camp management on the other. And it was voluntary. A society might be assigned as the police force for the movement of the camp. The chiefs in the camp might get together and decide it was time to move, and the announcement would be made by the assigned society, who would then go ahead to the selected new site and establish themselves for the rest to follow. A society might also be chosen to manage a group hunt, which would involve more complicated tactics than simply chasing after buffalo on horseback. Often hunts involved surrounding a herd of buffalo or antelope and driving them into an enclosure or defile, where they could be killed en masse by specially placed hunters. It could be a relatively complex operation and had to be organized. Also, individuals were discouraged from hunting because they might stampede a herd and thereby deprive the village of the chance to harvest numbers of animals. The warrior societies were appointed to police the errant individuals who threatened to ruin things for the village.

In other words, the Cheyenne were individualists, but they were not anarchists, and they understood the value of cooperation for the management of the village supply and movement. Part of the role of these warrior societies was to help in that management.

But in one sense the societies were also a little like the traditional European regiment, especially the famous British regiments, like the Royal Horse Guards or Black Watch. Each society spawned comradery and pride in the group and provided prestige. And although not all young men chose to join (individualism at work), many, if not most, chose to do so. On the other hand, the societies were definitely not like the British regiments, with their layer upon layer of ranks and rigid hierarchy. The societies may have a war leader, but individuals followed him only when and if they wanted to. And they went off on their own whenever they chose to.

Probably the most famous of the Cheyenne societies was the Dog Soldiers. Unlike the other societies, the Dog Soldiers camped separately. Upon joining, a young man agreed to move with his family to the separate camp. And since there were many half-Sioux, half-Cheyenne warriors in the society (the tribes having established friendly relations), and since they camped separately, the Dog Soldiers became almost another tribe. At the height of their power, they numbered anywhere from seventy-five to one hundred lodges. They were also the most warlike of the societies, especially in their attitude toward the whites. (“Most warlike” is a relative term, though; the Elk Horn Scrapers also became known as the Blue Soldiers, because they wore the jackets of troops they killed, stripped, and mutilated in the Fetterman fight.) But the Dog Soldiers were more likely to ignore the counsel of others in the tribe and to go off on raids of their own, both to steal horses from their enemies and to attack white settlements. And they were not so exclusive as to reject other young men who wanted to join the attack, even though they were not members. To go along with the Dog Soldiers on a war party or raid was almost a guarantee of enough action to garner a reputation, or at least the beginnings of one. The aforementioned Roman Nose was officially a member of the Crooked Lance society, but he enjoyed the company and aggressiveness of the Dog Soldiers and often camped with them.

All the societies had their own ceremonial dances and rituals and taboos. As an example, if a mounted Dog Soldier dropped something, he was not permitted to stop and get off his horse to retrieve the object, whatever it was. Someone else might come along and pick it up and return it, or another warrior might come along and lead his comrade’s horse back to the object, whereupon the rider might get off and pick up the object. None of the other Cheyenne societies or the warriors as a whole were troubled by this taboo. And it is unclear what it meant or what sort of reaction it brought, if violated. A more understandable custom was the dog rope, which was carried and worn by a particularly brave warrior. The leather rope was about ten feet long. At one end was a picket pin. The other end was either wrapped over the warrior’s head and shoulder or tied to his belt. In battle, the warrior might dismount and pound the pin into the ground, thereby swearing not to retreat. He would die on that spot rather than run. Aside from displaying his courage, the prime object was to encourage the men around him who might appear to be giving way before the enemy. He would either be killed or rally his retreating comrades. If things got worse, one of his comrades might pull out the pin for him and allow him to retreat. But he could not do it for himself. (Other tribes, notably the Kiowa, had a similar practice.) Carrying the dog rope was an honor unique to the Dog Soldiers among the Cheyenne societies, but it carried with it an unusual responsibility. If the wearer’s wife ran off with someone else, the rope holder could not object and was obliged to accept the usual forms of payment as compensation for her wandering ways. Whether this obligation figured into a warrior’s decision about accepting the rope is not clear. Perhaps he did not worry much, because the Cheyenne women were well-known for their chastity: “[I]t was most unusual for a girl to be seduced, and she who had yielded was disgraced forever. The matter at once became known, and she was taunted with it wherever she went.” The Arapahoe, who were close friends of the Cheyenne, would have been a better place to look for loose women; they looked at sexual matters quite differently from the modest Cheyenne. As an aside, it has long been a story among the Cheyenne and the whites that George Custer had a romance with a young Cheyenne woman, and even had a child by her—a son. It’s not hard to believe, because Custer certainly had an eye for the ladies. But it would be inconsistent with the young Cheyenne girls’ traditional mores. On the other hand, maybe the story has persisted because it was so uncharacteristic of the Cheyenne. Her name was Mo-nah-see-tah.

Once a rope carrier felt he had carried it long enough, he would then sell it to the highest bidder from among some brave men selected by the society’s chiefs. The usual currency made up the offer—horses and, most likely, weapons and ammunition. There was no disgrace in relinquishing possession of the rope. The only disgrace was in pulling the pin and running away.

THE EDUCATION OF A WARRIOR

The warrior needed more than martial ardor to succeed. He needed skills.

Both boys and girls learned to ride as soon as they could walk. Children had to be able to ride soon after they left their mothers’ bundling boards, not just because the Cheyenne were nomads but because when the village was attacked by an enemy, the men would fight a rearguard action while the women and children escaped. And of course a boy who grows up on horseback takes the first step toward being a competent hunter, raider, and warrior.
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