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In the case of the Indians, traditional hostility, which teaches the settler’s offspring from the cradle to “hate an Ingin as he hates pisen,” is added to an instinct of aggression which has swept the red man from his Atlantic hunting-grounds to the Pacific, and, now surrounding him on that side, and all sides, seems to enclose him like . . . a contracting circle of fire.


—“The Indians,” Army and Navy Journal, August 5, 1865, 793.

















To Sharon














Contents


Illustrations


Maps


Acknowledgments


Chapter One: Context


Chapter Two: Julesburg


Chapter Three: Mud Springs and Rush Creek


Chapter Four: Hanging of the Chiefs


Chapter Five: Fouts’s Fiasco and Moonlight’s Mistake


Chapter Six: The Battles of Platte Bridge and Red Buttes


Chapter Seven: Connor Strikes Back


Chapter Eight: The Sawyers Expedition


Chapter Nine: Cole and Walker


Chapter Ten: Rescue and Reversal


Chapter Eleven: Prospects


Chapter Twelve: Spotted Tail’s Daughter


Chapter Thirteen: Conclusions


Epilogue


Endnotes


Bibliography


Index














Illustrations


Maj. Gen. John Pope


Maj. Gen. Grenville M. Dodge


Col. John M. Chivington


Col. Thomas Moonlight


Hanging of the Chiefs


Capt. William Fouts


Platte Bridge Station


1st Lt. Henry Bretney


Maj. Martin Anderson


Commissary Sgt. Amos Custard


James Bridger


Spotted Tail


George Bent














Maps


The Indian War of 1865


The Indian War of 1865: The First Stage


Avengers’ Campsites, December 1864 to February 1865


The Indian War of 1865: The Second Stage


Fouts’s Fiasco and Moonlight’s Mistake: June 3 and June 17, 1865


The Powder River Expedition














Acknowledgments


Many have contributed to this study by assisting in research. I express my gratitude to the National Archives, especially to Michael Meier, Michael Pilgrim, Todd Butler, and Robert Kvasnicka; the Library of Congress, especially to Marilyn Ibach; the National Anthropological Archives of the Smithsonian Institution; the Department of the Interior Library; the U.S. Army Military Service Institute, Carlisle, Pennsylvania, especially to David Keough and Kathy Olson; the Nebraska State Historical Society, especially to James Potter; the South Dakota State Historical Society, especially to Nancy Tystad Koupal; the North Dakota State Historical Society, especially to Janet Daley; former director Ramon Powers and the staff of the Kansas State Historical Society; the Colorado State Historical Society, especially to David Halaas; the Iowa State Historical Society; the Montana State Historical Society, especially to former employee Charles E. Rankin; the Ohio State Historical Society; the Missouri State Historical Society; and the Bureau of Land Management District Office, Casper, Wyoming, especially to Jude Carino. I also thank the staffs of Fort Laramie National Historic Site, especially Sandra Lowry; Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument; the Denver Public Library, Denver, Colorado, especially Lisa Backman; the Casper Community College Library, Casper, Wyoming, especially Kevin Anderson; the Wyoming State Archives, Cheyenne, Wyoming, especially Ann Nelson and Cindy Brown; and the American Heritage Center, Laramie, Wyoming, especially Rick Ewig.


Other special collections used include those of the Bieneicke Library, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut; the Brigham Young University Library, Provo, Utah; the Highland County Public Library, Hillsboro, Ohio; the West Virginia University Library, Charlestown, West Virginia; the Natrona County Public Library, Casper, Wyoming; the Sheridan County Fulmer Library, Sheridan, Wyoming; the Johnson County Public Library, Buffalo, Wyoming; the Pioneer Museum, Douglas, Wyoming; the Rawlins County Public Library, Pierre, South Dakota; the Southwest Museum, Los Angeles, California; the Newberry Library, Chicago, Illinois; the St. Charles Historical Society, St. Charles, Missouri; and the Colorado State University Library, Fort Collins, Colorado.


Special thanks go to Richard Young, supervisor at Fort Caspar; South Pass historic site experts Craig Bromley of the Bureau of Land Management, Lander Office, and Todd Guenther, Pioneer Museum, Lander; Dean Knudsen, curator of Scotts Bluff National Monument; Mr. and Mrs. Charles Cape and their son Scott and Leon “Bud” Gillespie for their assistance in my study of the battles of Mud Springs and Rush Creek; Susan Badger Doyle of Pendelton, Oregon, for her knowledge of the Bozeman Trail; and Jeff Broom, Denver, Colorado, who assisted with gathering data for maps. Special thanks also go to my friends and associates who have shared the same interests, exchanged information, and provided invaluable insights over the years: Paul L. Hedren, Douglas C. McChristian, and Neil C. Mangum of the National Park Service; R. Eli Paul of Overland Park, Kansas; Thomas R. Buecker, curator at Fort Robinson, Nebraska; James S. Hutchins of Vienna, Virginia; and Michael P. Musick of the National Archives. I am especially indebted to Jerome A. Greene of the National Park Service, my friend of many moons, who read the entire manuscript and offered valuable suggestions. Finally, I thank my son, James D. McDermott, of Arlington, Virginia, who assisted with research.


Chapter 3 of this book appeared in a slightly different version in the summer 1996 issue of Nebraska History. Permission to use that material is gratefully acknowledged. I also thank the Fort Caspar Museum, Casper, Wyoming, for the funding that resulted in my book Frontier Crossroads: The History of Fort Casper and the Upper Platte Crossing (1996), which covers some of the material treated in this book in either expanded or condensed form.


J. D. M.


Rapid City, South Dakota














CHAPTER ONE


Context


The Land


In 1857 Cornelius Conway went west to Utah. In the North Platte River Valley in present-day Nebraska, he marveled at the wonders of nature. Traveling parallel to the sandstone formations that stood on the south bank of the river, he saw a succession of grand and beautiful views that he likened to sepulchral graveyards, stern old fortresses, temples of old “cities of the fairy world dropped down from the heavens,” and towers reminiscent of the unfinished Babel of Shinar.1 Others also commented on the rough beauty and power of the landscape, seeing within it, as did young Lieutenant “Link” Ware in 1865, “the handiwork of the Almighty.”2


To many who roamed the Northern Plains in the nineteenth century, the land seemed without end, a vast ocean of grass, whipped by wind, pelted by rain, and beaten down by hail. To others farther west, it was an arid panorama, with mile upon mile of sagebrush, coloring the land a faded blue-green, inedible to horses and pungent in the hot sun. British adventurer Richard Burton felt the land’s isolation and barrenness. In 1860, he wrote: “You see, as it were, the ends of the earth and look around in vain for some object upon which the eye may rest.”3 Traveling the Oregon Trail in a stagecoach about the same time, Mark Twain remarked on the “limitless panoramas of bewildering perspective” and “the blue distance of a world that knew no lords but us.”4 Robert Louis Stevenson saw it as “spacious vacancy” where one could see the whole arch of heaven.5


For those used to woods and few open spaces, it was a stark and inimical land. In a letter written to his aunt in April 1865, Ohioan Caspar Collins called his duty station near Sweetwater Bridge, Wyoming, “one of the most desolate regions of the American Continent, the natural penitentiary of the United States.”6 A traveler who visited Fort Laramie in 1857 believed that living there was exile and that a man might die without the world finding out about it for six months.7 In this lonely vastness and in little clusters of buildings and people that sometimes broke the monotony of the plains, the Indian War of 1865 came to life, grew and festered, and finally succumbed at year’s end in the snows of winter.


The causes of the war grew out of the pressure exerted by emigrants on the land and its inhabitants. Eighteen forty-three was the first year of significant westward migration into the nation’s midsection, along the Oregon Trail, and in the succeeding quarter century, thousands of covered wagons followed the Great Platte River Road across present-day Nebraska and Wyoming, eventually separating to head for Oregon, Utah, and California. The trails traversed land roamed by the Northern Plains Indians, principally the Sioux, Cheyennes, and Arapahos. As emigration grew, conflict occurred. Travel on the road increased to several thousand wagons a year by the late 1840s. This disrupted the game supply and antagonized the Indians, leading to a growing number of raids and fights.8 In response, the federal government ordered three military posts built to guard the Oregon-California-Mormon Trail: Fort Kearny (1848) in Nebraska, Fort Laramie (1849) in Wyoming, and Fort Hall (1849) in Idaho.


In 1865, traveler Charles Young described the Oregon Trail across western Nebraska from Fort Kearny for 400 miles up the Platte River Valley as one vast rolling plain. No vegetation could be seen except for a coarse, luxuriant growth of grass in the valley near the river and beyond the bluffs. In spots that were not bare grew the prickly pear cactus and short crisp grass of light color and two varieties—the nutritious bunch and buffalo grasses, upon which cattle thrived and grew fat.9


The North Platte River Road was smooth and hard. A visitor noted that the stage company had a stable every ten or fifteen miles placed along it, and every other ten or fifteen miles an eating house. This was often connected with a ranch whose owner lived by selling hay to the trains of emigrants or freighters. Every 50 or 100 miles was a blacksmith shop and often a military outpost with one or two companies of troops.


As far as Mr. Bowles from Springfield, Massachusetts, was concerned, the food at the ranch houses was very good. The staples were bacon, eggs, hot biscuits, green tea, and coffee. Occasionally beef was the main course, and most ranches served canned fruits and vegetables about half the time. The fare for breakfast, lunch, or dinner was always the same and cost $2. A well-stocked ranch and a man with business acumen to run it could make a very good living. It was reported in November 1865 that one ranch owner located near Julesburg, Colorado, made close to $25,000. Soldiers were good customers, spending much of their pay on whiskey, which sold for fifty cents a glass.10 Some of the ranchmen were honest, but others stepped over the line, trading worn-out cattle that had been doctored to pilgrims, dealing in stolen livestock, and selling the vilest type of whiskey to all comers.11


Because of the scarcity of wood, proprietors often made their houses and barns of sod, piled layer upon layer and sealed between and over with a claylike mud. The military used the same material for its small forts and for fences around cattle and horse yards. Men cut the sod in lengths of two to four feet. Laid grass side down, they were about four inches thick and eighteen inches wide. Side walls were either single or double width, usually reaching six feet in height, with the end walls tapering upward. From a long pole placed from peak to peak, the roof took shape, usually being constructed with a combination of poles, branches, twigs, and sod and covered with sand or clay or whatever else was available. Some forts had an inside lining of skins or thick cloth. Floors were usually compacted soil. The completed structure was an efficient fortification, impenetrable by bullets and impervious to fire, and many of them became bunkers in the opening phases of the conflict.12


As travelers moved westward to northwestern Nebraska and central and southern Wyoming, the landscape began to change. One observer described the scene in the spring of 1865:




As the prairie grew more barren, the prickly pear and the sage became plenty in their tough unfruitfulness; the road was marked more frequently with the dead carcasse of oxen and horses—scarcely ever were we out of sight of their bleaching bones; occasionally the pathos of a human grave gave a deeper touch to our thoughts of death upon the Plains. . . . All the water of this region and the Plains has the savor of alkali or sulphur in it, but not to an unhealthy degree.13





One other area played an important part in the Indian War of 1865. Although remote from the field of battle, it was an irritant to the Sioux and their allies. They viewed it as a forerunner of pressures to come and another intrusion that impacted game and threatened subsistence. The place was southwestern Montana, its ravines and gulches alive with miners searching for precious metals.


Gold had been discovered in the region as early as 1852, but not until the strike at Bannock in 1862 did fields attract much attention. Montana Territory was carved out of eastern Idaho in 1864; Virginia City, its capital, yielded $30 million worth of dust and nuggets during its first years. Gold continued to pour out of Montana in 1865. When the steamer Marcella docked in Sioux City in late July, it unloaded $200,000 worth of Montana gold dust.14
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Initially, gold seekers traveled to Montana by two routes. Some took a steamboat up the Missouri River to Fort Benton in north-central Montana and then traveled west by wagon. Others followed the Oregon Trail to Fort Hall, Idaho. There they turned north and eventually east to reach the gold fields. Taking the water route still meant a 300 mile trip overland through Indian country after reaching the head of navigation, and the Oregon Trail cutoff required two crossings of the Continental Divide.


Because of the circuitous routes, entrepreneurs began considering shortcuts. Jim Bridger, the famous mountain man and scout, whose geographical knowledge of the region was unrivaled, was one of the first trailblazers. In 1864, he cut a trail north from the Oregon Trail that paralleled the west side of the Big Horn Mountains and then circled west up the valley of the Yellowstone and pushed over the low Bridger range into the Gallatin Valley. Bridger led his first train out in the spring of 1864, reaching Virginia City about July 8. It was roughly 510 miles from Red Buttes to Virginia City, requiring thirty-four days travel at 15 miles a day. The trail, however, was never popular.15


The adventurous could see that the most direct route was one that left the Oregon Trail at Fort Laramie and cut due northwest, winding through Powder River Country and paralleling the east side of the Big Horn Mountains. Indians and their ancestors had used this general route for centuries, following well-worn game trails. The Sioux had fought hard to wrest this area from the Crows, and it was one of the finest hunting grounds left on the Northern Plains and one of the few still remaining in Indian hands. No white man was welcome here.16


In 1859 a government expedition mapped the territory, indicating political and military interest in the Powder River Country. Capt. William Raynolds, the expedition leader, prophesied that land fronting the Big Horns would become an important thoroughfare for white settlers.17 The first men to blaze a trail were John M. Bozeman and John M. Jacobs during the spring and summer of 1863. Wagon trains successfully followed the route in the summer of 1864. Led by Bozeman, the first train left Richard’s Bridge on the Upper North Platte about June 18, arriving in Virginia City on July 29. This route was about 535 miles, or thirty-six days travel at 15 miles a day.18 The Montana Post reported that the Big Horn route saved 700 miles of travel, allowing emigrants starting in the spring to reach the diggings in the middle of the mining season. The newspaper also noted that grass along the route would feed thousands of teams, the water was abundant, and the game was sufficient to supply an army.19


Finally, the exploration of another road in Powder River Country in 1865 would bring violent reaction. The so-called Niobrara-Virginia City Wagon Road was to follow the Niobrara River westward, turning north to the Powder River to join the Bozeman Trail to Virginia City. The Yankton Dakotaian printed a table of distances from Sioux City via Yankton to Virginia City that totaled 849 miles. Again the road intruded into the hunting grounds of the Sioux and their allies, prompting reprisals.20


The Indians


Fighting the U.S. Army and white settlers in the Indian War of 1865 were three tribes: the Sioux, Cheyennes, and Arapahos. The latter two had divided into northern and southern groups. Circumstances dictated that they come together for one last time to fight the whites.


The Fort Laramie Treaty of September 17, 1851, had generally acknowledged the lands occupied by each of them. The document described the boundaries of Sioux territory as commencing at the mouth of the White Earth River on the Missouri River, proceeding in a southwesterly direction to the forks of the Platte River, then up the north fork of the Platte River to a point known as the Red Buttes or where the road leaves the river, then along the Black Hills to the headwaters of Heart River, then down Heart River to its mouth, and then down the Missouri River to the place of beginning. The boundaries of the territory of the Cheyenne and Arapaho began at the Red Buttes or the place where the road leaves the north fork of the Platte River, proceeded up the north fork of the Platte River to its source, then along the main range of the Rocky Mountains to the headwaters of the Arkansas River, then down the Arkansas River to the crossing of the Santa Fe Trail, then in a northwesterly direction to the forks of the Platte River, and then up the Platte River to the place of beginning. The treaty also reached formal agreement concerning travel through the area. In return for an annual payment of $50,000 in merchandise, domestic animals, and agricultural implements, the Indians guaranteed whites safe passage and acknowledged the permanence of military posts in their homeland.21


Allied against the three tribes were a number of other smaller groups: the Crows, Shoshonis, Pawnees, and Winnebagos. Small groups of the last two served as scouts and auxiliaries to the army.


Information concerning the numbers of people in these various tribes was scanty at best. In September 1865, Maj. Gen. Grenville Dodge stated that the number of warring Indians on the plains was 25,000.22 This appears highly inflated. According to an article published in the New York Times, the total Indian population in the United States and territories numbered between 320,000 and 350,000. Citing the Indian Office as the source, the reporter gave figures for the Plains Sioux (5,600), the Arapahos (3,000), and the Cheyennes (2,800), which totaled 11,400.23 Other estimates were similar.24 While the figures may be inaccurate, they do convey the government’s best intelligence for the Arapahos, the Cheyennes, and two bands of Sioux—Red Cloud’s Oglalas, and Spotted Tail’s Brules.25


In the years immediately preceding 1865, the army had been involved in several Indian campaigns that affected the conflict to come, either by eliminating possible allies or by subduing tribes that might have kept some of the military’s fighting force busy elsewhere. One of these was the so-called Minnesota Uprising of 1862 involving the Eastern or Santee Sioux. Rebelling against reservation life, poor food, and Indian agent graft, the Santees killed more than 500 white settlers in thirty-eight days. The final toll was 650 civilians dead, and more than 100 soldiers and an unknown number of Dakota killed. On December 26, 1862, at Mankato, Minnesota, thirty-eight warriors convicted of murder or rape were hanged. For three years after the end of fighting in Minnesota, troops roamed the Dakota prairie in search of “renegade” Indians. Henry Sibley led an expedition in the summer of 1863, and Alfred Sully did the same that year and the next. Thus, the focus was in the country west of Minnesota, mostly in what is now North Dakota. Perhaps the most significant victory was Sully’s when he attacked the Sioux camp at Killdeer Mountain on July 28, destroying 1,600 lodges and killing as many as 150 Sioux.


Although the campaigns were in the end inconclusive, many of the most warlike Sioux began congregating in the north, away from white routes of travel and commerce, and they were not engaged in the war that broke out in Colorado and then spread to Wyoming and southern Montana. There is a definite connection, however, between what happened in Minnesota and the Indian War of 1865. Knowledge of what occurred spread through all the Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapaho camps and helped fire resentment against whites. Through March 1864 the Indians near Denver showed no trace of aggressive resistance. Only when contact with their Dakota allies brought the war spirit to them did any of the Cheyennes or Arapahos take hostile action. The Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs in 1864 listed contact with emissaries from the north as the only known cause of Indian unrest.26


In a series of battles and skirmishes in 1863, Gen. Patrick Edward Connor and his California Volunteers soundly defeated the Western Shoshonis, eliminating a long-standing threat to travel along western trails. Most devastating was the attack on a village on Bear River, near present-day Preston, Idaho; Connor’s troops killed 263 men, women, and children. Government officials followed these encounters with treaty agreements that brought a peace that lasted for several years.


The Utes in present-day southern Colorado and south-central Wyoming had also been a problem. In February 1863, the Grand River and Uinta Utes began raiding the mail line west of Fort Halleck. By June, apparently as many as 600 to 1,000 Utes were participating. Early in July, Kansas troops from Fort Halleck met about 250 Utes in a battle that resulted in sixty Indians killed or wounded. This victory, coupled with General Connor’s peace negotiations and new overtures from the Colorado Indian superintendency, ended the Ute and Shoshoni threat to the Fort Halleck division of the mail line. From then on, it was the Sioux, Northern Cheyennes, and Arapahos who constituted the problem in that locality and in the region. And it would be General Connor who would subdue them.


The U.S. Army


The U.S. Army troops that confronted the Plains Indians were not regular career soldiers. They were men who had joined state regiments to fight Confederates in the Civil War. Indian problems and the necessity for keeping transportation and communication systems open had sent some of these volunteer troops far from their eastern homes. These included troops from Ohio and West Virginia. Others were closer by—from Iowa, Missouri, Nebraska, and Kansas—but they were eager to return home and did not wish to be delayed by frontier service. First to arrive were volunteer troops from Ohio.27 On May 30, 1862, Col. William Collins reached Fort Laramie with Companies A, B, C, and D of the 1st Battalion, 6th Ohio Volunteer Cavalry, having traveled 700 miles from Fort Leavenworth.28 Finally, there were the Galvanized Yankees, regiments of Southerners who had been captured in the East and pledged allegiance to the Union. In return for their freedom, they agreed to serve in the volunteers until the war was over.


As the Civil War got under way, a new challenge presented itself for troops stationed in the West: in the late fall of 1861, the transcontinental telegraph went into operation. The Pacific Telegraph Company, a subsidary of Western Union, built the system through what is now Nebraska and Wyoming. Enacted on June 16, 1860, the authorizing statute called for a line running from Omaha to Salt Lake City, much of it following the Oregon Trail. Workmen also built a line east from Carson City, Nevada, the wires joining on October 24. Eastern manufacturers sent galvanized iron wire and glass insulators by wagon to Omaha, Nebraska, and by ship around Cape Horn to San Francisco. Men cut poles where they found them along the way.29


Government officials believed that it was crucial to maintain close communication with the West, and the telegraph made this possible. The precious minerals of the territories were important in fueling the war effort, and President Lincoln knew that in order to keep political loyalty of frontier states, he had to protect transportation and communication routes and guarantee the safety of burgeoning communities.


Because the lines were powered by storage batteries, telegraphic relay stations had to be constructed every fifty to seventy-five miles. Each had quarters for a telegraph operator and one or more repairmen. Shortly after the line opened, a traveler described the station at Rocky Ridge as a ranch built of quaking aspen logs covered with a dirt roof and constructed in the shape of the letter L, its longest side running north and south. Visitors found three rooms in this part and two in the section running east and west. A telegraph room sported glass windows. Other stations were similar.30


To protect the telegraph line between Fort Laramie and Fort Bridger, the army sent detachments of troops to man small outposts, usually from twenty-five to fifty miles apart. Going west from Fort Laramie were Horseshoe Creek Station, La Bonte Station (Camp Marshall), La Prelle Station, Deer Creek Station, Platte Bridge Station (later Fort Caspar), Sweetwater Station, Three Crossings Station, Rocky Ridge Station (St. Mary’s), and South Pass Station (Burnt Ranch). The distance between South Pass Station and Fort Laramie was 283 miles. It is not clear, but other sites may have been occupied for short periods. these subposts becoming the front lines. On the move between them were those who repaired the telegraph lines, working daily to keep them operating. This grouping of tiny military subposts completed the army’s presence in the Rocky Mountain West. One soldier likened them to beads strung on a thread.31


On July 11, 1862, because of the large number of Indian raids in Nebraska and Wyoming, the postmaster general directed mail carriers to move their travel routes to the Overland Trail via South Platte, LaPorte, Virginia Dale, and Bridger Pass. The move required constructing twenty-three new stations.32 Troops still had to protect telegraph lines and guard settlers who used the Oregon Trail; consequently, many former stage buildings and compounds became military outposts and relay stations.


The Command Structure


As the Civil War drew to an end and military leaders began looking westward, they saw a new challenge, one difficult and complex in its own way. For one thing, there was the space involved. The land mass was twice the size of that covered in the Civil War. The extent of the country made the success of expeditions difficult.33 Then there were supplies to be toted, as well as troops to be transported. The rough ground and extremes of climate slowed caravans and weakened livestock and men. It was a full-time job, and yet the nation needed the military to deal with Reconstruction in the South and the French threat in Mexico, as well as guard the country’s borders.34


The army’s role in the West in 1865 was twofold: to protect succeeding waves of trail emigrants, miners, and settlers from actual or threatened attack by Indians and other unfriendly parties, and to protect and extend lines of transportation and communication linking East and West and points in between. The organizational structure for doing this was centered in two military departments. On September 2, 1862, the army created the Department of the Northwest. In December 1864, it included the states of Wisconsin, Iowa, and Minnesota and the territories of Dakota and Montana. Maj. Gen. John Pope commanded the department at Milwaukee.


Born in Louisville, Kentucky, on March 16, 1823, Pope graduated from the U.S. Military Academy in 1842. His first assignment was with the topographical engineers. Prior to the Mexican War, he had surveyed the northeast boundary between the United States and Canada. In the war with Mexico he fought in the battles of Monterey and Buena Vista, receiving the brevets of first lieutenant and captain. Just prior to the Civil War, he served on lighthouse duty. He commanded the Army of the Mississippi, and with Admiral Foote took New Madrid in 1862. That same year, he made major general of volunteers and brigadier general in the regular army. Placed in charge of the Army of Virginia, he took a very active part in all of his command’s engagements. Pope was a favorite of Gen. Ulysses S. Grant and would soon receive more responsibility.


The other jurisdictional unit of importance was the Department of Kansas commanded by Maj. Gen. Samuel R. Curtis, with headquarters at Fort Leavenworth. It included the state of Kansas and the territories of Colorado and Nebraska.35


Some Reasons


Early in the twentieth century, a former soldier of the 11th Kansas Cavalry tried to explain the reasons for Indian hostility in 1865. Sgt. Stephen Fairfield remembered that whites had previously discovered precious metals in the mountains beyond the plains and that thousands of gold seekers had rushed through Indian country, killing and destroying the game. He wrote, “Long trains of wagons were winding their way over the plains, the mysterious telegraph wires were stretching across their hunting grounds to the mountains, engineers were surveying a route for a track for the iron horse, and all without saying as much as ‘By your leave’ to the Indians. Knowing that their game would soon be gone, that their hunting grounds taken from them, and that they themselves would soon be without a country, they had resorted to arms to defend their way of life and themselves.”36
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Maj. Gen. John Pope


The overall commander of troops on the frontier, Pope had his own ideas concerning Indian policy.


NATIONAL ARCHIVES
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Maj. Gen. Grenville M. Dodge


As commander of the Department of the Missouri, Dodge struggled against difficulties to organize a campaign against the Sioux, Cheyennes, and Arapahos in 1865.


NATIONAL ARCHIVES





But there was a more immediate reason that grew out of the culminating battle of 1864 between Coloradans and the Plains Indians. Hostilities began on April 9, when a detachment of Colorado volunteers attacked a guiltless band of Cheyennes in retaliation for recent cattle theft. Three days later, troops fired upon Cheyenne Dog Soldiers on their way north to help the Sioux fight the Crows. The next week Indian raiders killed a Denver rancher, and a campaign was organized to punish the offenders. On April 22, a detachment of the 1st Colorado Volunteer Cavalry skirmished with Cheyennes at Fremont Orchard on the South Platte, about sixty miles northeast of Denver. The encounter engendered fears that a general uprising of Plains Indian tribes was imminent.37


The war continued to spread as warriors found isolated families and undermanned wagon trains. At the start of summer, the Minniconjous of Two Kettle’s band, numbering from 300 to 400, began depredations along the Oregon Trail. On July 12 they attacked the Larimer wagon train, killing four men and carrying off Mrs. Fanny Kelley. The next day, Col. William O. Collins ordered Lt. John A. Brown and two companies to pursue. The soldiers reached Cheyenne Fork before making camp on July 19. When visiting a nearby spring for water, Brown and thirteen others walked into an ambush. The Sioux wounded Brown, but his men thought he had been killed and fled. A morning search party found Brown still alive, but he died the next day. The men buried him near the spring that now carries his name.38


On August 20, a Nebraska family suffered a similar fate. Lt. Henry Palmer was leading sixty Galvanized Yankees of the 11th Ohio Volunteer Cavalry to Fort Kearny when he came upon the aftermath of Cheyennes raiding in the valley of the Little Blue River. The first stop was the ranch of the Eubank family, where the men found the bodies of three children, ranging in age from three to seven years old. They had been swung by the heels against the log cabin until their heads disintegrated. About fifteen rods away, they found the naked corpse of the hired girl, staked out on the prairie, tied by her hands and feet, her body full of arrows and horribly mangled. Close by was the body of Mr. Eubank, his whiskers cut off and body mutilated. A search revealed that the wife was missing.


The scene was especially shocking for Palmer, since he had known the family, meeting them in the spring of 1864. He remembered Mrs. Eubank as a fine-looking woman, possessing youth, beauty, and strength, just married, with bright hopes for the future. The ranch was a stage stop, and Mrs. Eubank cooked for the passengers. He remembered that her log cabin was unlike any in his experience: a cotton cloth hid the dirt roof, giving the interior a clean, tidy look; a plain carpet covered the rough board floor; and real china dishes appeared on the table. Was she dead, he wondered, or perhaps a captive?39


At the Spring Ranch, the same story of death and ruin was replayed. Before the raiding along the Little Blue River and Plumb Creek stopped, fifty-one settlers were dead, nine were wounded, and seven women and children were captured. In addition to Lucinda Eubank, Laura Roper and Nancy Morton also later wrote of their captivity. From August 15 to September 24, the road to Denver was completely closed, the mail being sent via Panama and San Francisco.40


The ultimate act came on November 29, 1864, when Col. John M. Chivington, an erstwhile Methodist minister recently from Nebraska, led a savage attack of the 3rd Colorado Cavalry on a village of Black Kettle, White Antelope, Sand Hill, and One Eye, camped at Sand Creek in west-central Colorado. Troops completely surprised this band of Southern Cheyennes and some Arapahos in a dawn raid, the Indians believing themselves under the protection of the military at Fort Lyon. The order was to take no prisoners, and the carnage that followed shocked even some of the most hardened Indian haters. When the fighting ended, 163 were dead—53 men and 110 women. The troops later displayed scalps and severed genitals to cheering crowds in Denver. When news of the butchery reached the East, condemnation followed, and officials held several investigations. Chivington escaped recrimination by resigning his commission.41


At the Cheyenne camp on the Smoky Hill, survivors gathered in council. They decided to ask their allies, the Sioux and Northern Arapahos, to join with them in a war of vengeance. Invitations went to the Sioux on the Solomon Fork and then to the Northern Arapaho camp. A large village soon assembled. Leading the Cheyennes were Leg-in-the-Water, Little Robe, and a reluctant Black Kettle. Other chiefs were Lean Bear, White Antelope, Little Wolf, Left Hand, and Tall Bear. Foremost among the Cheyenne Dog Soldiers, who assumed a leadership role, were Tall Bull, White Horse, and Bull Bear.42 The half-Cheyenne sons of William Bent, George and Charles Bent, pledged their support. Joining the coalition were Spotted Tail’s and Pawnee Killer’s Sioux, as well as Northern Arapahos under Little Raven, Storm, and Big Mouth.43


At the same time, some Southern Cheyenne, Northern Arapaho, and Oglala Sioux warriors journeyed north to the headwaters of the Powder River to inform the Oglalas, Minniconjous, and Sans Arcs Sioux and the Northern Cheyennes living there of the killing.44 Soon these tribes planned vengeance, joining their tribesmen in the south in one last united campaign. Northern and Southern Cheyennes, separated for several decades by circumstances of geography and trade, came together for one last time. The western Sioux, just beginning to feel the pressure of white encroachment in the north, joined the warpath, bringing large numbers of fierce fighters to the battleground.45
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Col. John M. Chivington


The attack by Colonel Chivington and his Colorado Volunteers on Black Kettle’s village on November 28, 1864, led to retaliation that kept troops busy in Colorado, Nebraska, Wyoming, and Montana.
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The conflict extended westward from the settlements bordering on the Missouri River in Nebraska and Kansas. In its early phases it affected Denver, then a new and brash mining center. Its first battlegrounds were the North Platte River Road, cutting across present-day Nebraska heading for Fort Laramie and points west, and the South Platte River Road, leaving the Oregon Trail at Julesburg and running south into Denver. The Indian War of 1865 was about to begin.














CHAPTER TWO


Julesburg


The first target for the avengers was Julesburg, Colorado, established in the late 1850s by Jules Beni1 and a home station on the Overland Stage line.2 Ben Holladay’s Overland Stage had daily carriers leaving Denver for Atchison, Kansas, in the east and Salt Lake City in the west, and Julesburg was a supply point for travelers and transporters going both ways. The line also advertised the carrying of gold dust, with a charge of 1 to 1½ percent per $100, and promised meals at sixty-five cents, Concord coaches, teams of six large horses, and protection, courtesy, and respect for its passengers. One source reported that Holladay had 2,000 horses and mules and $2 million invested in property between Atchison and Salt Lake City.3


Those going north from Denver to connect with the main east-west route along the North Platte River, the much-traveled Oregon Trail, reached Julesburg after 180 miles. The last two-thirds of the route paralleled the South Platte. At Julesburg two roads stretched north to join the Oregon Trail. The northeastern connector was Cottonwood Springs, near present-day North Platte, Nebraska. The northwest route, which followed Lodgepole Creek, joined near Court House Rock. Shown on a map, the three roads formed a triangle, with Julesburg at its southern apex.


The roads had been created because of the Colorado gold rush in 1858 and the need for access to the burgeoning city of Denver. Those leaving Julesburg for Court House Rock had to ford the South Platte, the site of which became known as the Upper or California Crossing. Julesburg was also an important station of the Pacific Telegraph that connected Denver with Fort Laramie and points west. As a center for communications and a jumping off place for the Colorado goldfields or westward migration to Oregon, California, Utah, and Montana Territory, Julesburg was one of the most important travel points in the region.4


Besides an impressive cedar log stage station, the settlement of Julesburg included a telegraph office, blacksmith shop, warehouse for corn storage, stable for fifty horses, large corral, billiard saloon, ample boarding house for travelers, and a few other buildings. Protecting the east side of the station was a sod breastwork with holes fashioned to shoot through. A decided disadvantage was the lack of trees in the area, the closest source of good timber being from 70 to 100 miles in any direction. The only other disadvantage was a topographical one. A few miles east of Julesburg an arroyo came in from the south, and the hills of the plateau protruded north to the riverbed, cutting off sight of the valley. This was called the Devil’s Dive. Passing this, travelers reached open country and could see where they were going.5


Less than a mile west of town on the south side of the river opposite the mouth of Lodgepole Creek was Fort Rankin, a one-company post established on paper on May 19, 1864, but not activated until late summer. Present proprietors were the officers and men of Company F of the 7th Iowa Volunteer Cavalry. Commanding was twenty-seven-year-old Capt. Nicholas J. O’Brien, a native-born Irishman. A printer by trade, he had enlisted at the beginning of the Civil War, serving initially as a sergeant in the 5th Wisconsin Battery, where he became a skilled artilleryman. He was commissioned a lieutenant in the spring of 1865 and was promoted to command Company F of the 7th Iowa Volunteer Cavalry on May 15. A friend described him as always alert and so energetic that he had to be doing or saying something at all times.6 The first lieutenant was John S. Brewer, a gray-haired and gray-whiskered man who said he was forty-five years of age. His immediate subordinate characterized him as “a very gentlemanly, placid old man, without the slightest particle of military instinct or habit.”7


The second lieutenant was twenty-three-year-old Eugene F. Ware. Born in Hartford, Connecticut, he was well educated for his time, having received instruction in Latin, Greek, and French, and studied German with a private tutor. Ware enlisted as a private in Company E, 1st Iowa Volunteer Infantry, eight days after the firing on Fort Sumter. After serving in several other regiments and participating in the battle of Pea Ridge, he joined the 7th Iowa in February 1863. He became a second lieutenant on September 4, 1863. Gifted with great powers of observation and a felicitous pen, he would later write of his experiences in The Indian War of 1864, one of the best reminiscences of frontier army life produced in the nineteenth century. Ware had earned the nickname “Lincoln” or “Link” because he was tall and slim, weighing 150 pounds and standing six feet tall.8


Completing the officer contingent was Acting Assistant Surgeon Joel F. Wisely. According to Ware, the doctor was thoroughly devoted to his patients and immersed in the practice of his art to the extent that he only wished to talk about medicine. Wisely had one peculiar physical aspect, his nose. He was a Cyrano whose protuberance was grotesque. Ware called it a combination of a beak and snout. The appendage earned the surgeon the name of Dr. Nosely. The doctor had the responsibility for caring for the sick at two other little posts as well.9 The mission of Company F was to guard the road east to Cottonwood Springs. Colorado volunteers patrolled the road between Julesburg and Denver.


Company F had arrived at Julesburg on September 4. Because of the lateness of the year, O’Brien received permission to purchase quarters for the troops. The best property available was the ranch complex owned by Samuel D. Bancroft one mile west of town. It consisted of a one-story adobe house, a storeroom, and an unfinished sod corral. Bancroft wanted $3,500 for the property, but O’Brien offered $3,000, which he accepted. Soldiers were soon at work enlarging and strengthening their new post, dubbed Fort Rankin, using sod cut from the river bottom in one- by three-foot slabs.10 To complete the work, they obtained cedar poles from distant Cottonwood Canyon and cut-lumber for doors and windows from Denver. Built inside the sod corral were a company quarters and a large stable, 30 by 140 feet. A good water well and a stock well in the rear made the compound self-sufficient.11


Everything was peaceful until the morning of January 7. The night before, the Sand Creek avengers had made camp among the hills south of Julesburg, taking care to keep their presence unknown. Indian guards prevented ambitious young men from slipping away during the night. Hours before dawn, the camp stirred with men and women making preparations, the women cooking and the men painting themselves and donning raiments of war. Throwing off their white garb, George and Charlie Bent dressed as Cheyennes, intending to take part in the fighting to come. The main body, about 1,000 strong, kept among the bluffs that lined the South Platte, about three or four miles south of the river. The chiefs had decided to try to draw the soldiers out of Camp Rankin.12 The headmen chose Big Crow, chief of the Crooked Lance Society, to lead the decoys. He selected seven men, five Cheyenne Indians, including Starving Elk and Old Crow, and two Sioux.13 A gully ran northeast out of their hiding place in the sand hills, crossed bottomlands east of the stage station, and entered the Platte River below the fort. Concealed in the ravine, the party drew close to the post, where they discovered some soldiers outside walking. Shouting and yelling, the warriors charged. Within a short time a bugle blew, and dashing from the stockade came Captain O’Brien and a detachment.


Captain O’Brien led a small force of thirty-seven men, the rest of his troops being out on patrol or escort duty. As the men advanced, the decoys retreated, drawing the soldiers toward Devil’s Dive and the place of ambush. As the troops neared, however, some of the young warriors could wait no longer and rode out to fight, thus giving away the stratagem. At this point, the officer and his men were about 300 yards from the stockade.14 In a reminiscence, O’Brien remembered that he and his men suddenly faced “a horde of war-painted horsemen who rode with superb disregard of danger, filling the air with fiendish shrieks and yells.” Realizing that he had nearly led his men into a trap, O’Brien ordered his bugler to sound retreat, utilizing his howitzer to cover the withdrawal. The bugler, Alanson Hanchett, did not make it, however, his horse falling on him in the retreat, where Cheyennes found and killed him. During the engagement, the officer observed an Indian upon a hill nearest the post directing his followers by signals, employing at times a looking glass and at other times a buffalo robe.15


The ensuing fighting was close, so close in fact that Pvt. James Cannon was able to use his jammed carbine as an effective club. Several times the men had to fight their way through superior numbers. In the withdrawal, the soldiers were forced to leave their dead and some of their injured behind. One of the retreating enlisted men received an unusual wound, being shot in the hip with an arrow that had incorporated within it a nine-inch section of frying pan handle. The missive pierced the pelvis, defying removal until a comrade later used a blacksmith’s pincers to help wrench it free. Killed in the retreat were four noncommissioned officers and ten enlisted men of Company F and a young recruit, John M. Pierce, who had been previously sworn in but who had not been officially enrolled because of the lack of an enlistment form. As O’Brien maneuvered his men toward the fort, many warriors headed for Julesburg with new prey in mind.16


About the time that the troops were nearing the stockade, the westbound stage came hurrying up the road. Warriors killed an escort in the desperate run to the settlement, but the driver, arrows sticking in his heavy buffalo coat, brought the coach to the doors of the station. The driver, his passenger, and the employees left in town began running as hard as they could for Camp Rankin, reaching it shortly before the return of the retreating troops.17


When he reached the fort, O’Brien rolled out one of the new Parrott guns. The officer’s three previous years of service with the artillery stood him in good stead; he knew what he was about. To lure the raiders closer, he used less powder than normal in his first few shots so that the shells fell short, encouraging the Indians to move closer. After they did so, O’Brien scored a direct hit, apparently killing several warriors and sending the rest scurrying for safety. This concluded the battle for all intents and purposes, most of the Indians leaving to join in the pillaging at Julesburg, with a few remaining to keep the soldiers from leaving the fort.18
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At Julesburg, the Sioux and Cheyennes smashed windows and doors and splintered furniture in the buildings. From the warehouse and blacksmith shop they took clothing, corn, harnesses, and other supplies and provisions. The Indians found well-filled shelves in the general store owned by Green Thompson, for the shopkeeper carried on a thriving business at the junction with travelers, freighters, and ranchers. In cleaning out the store, the Indians carted away sugar, flour, bacon, and other meats, the Indian women loading their travois for the trip back to Cherry Creek. Of special interest was a box filled with watches, the raiders pushing and shoving to claim one of the fascinating objects. Bolts of bright-colored cloth provided amusement, as warriors tied the cloth to their bodies and sped across the valley on their ponies, the bolts unfurling behind them. Participants tried to get close enough to one another to trod on the cloth and pull it to the ground. The government later paid the widow of Thompson $20,000 for goods lost in the raid.19


At the boarding house, George Bent and his compatriots found warm food on the table for the day’s stage passengers, prepared by Mrs. Edwin Haymaker. After eating, one of the unexpected arrivals took the sugar bowl and tied it to his belt where it dangled as he rode away. Stage agent Richard Quinn reported the loss of seven sacks of mail. Found in one of the pouches was a package containing a new major’s uniform, which became the property of the Bents. In the mail station, Indians finding bottles not to be liquor decided to empty them on the floor. The spreading nitric acid burned through moccasins and sent them hopping.20


The single passenger in the stage that had arrived during the attack was a U.S. paymaster on his way to pay the Colorado troops. In escaping to the fort, he carried one box of money with him, leaving the other in the coach. When looters found and opened the big tin container, they were disappointed to find nothing but strips of green paper. Chopping one bundle into pieces with a tomahawk, they tossed the fragments into the air, amused to see the wind catch the shreds of green and hurry them away. George Bent arrived in time to secure some of the bills, but the box was soon empty. The paymaster sent out soldiers to look for the money later, but they found only a few dollars scattered on the prairie.21


Two mountain howitzers helped to hold the Indians at bay during the rest of the day, and the war party withdrew late in the afternoon, moving south with their plunder. The avengers had dispatched nineteen whites, killing fourteen soldiers and five civilians. Some of the warriors wanted to set fire to the buildings at Julesburg, but the chiefs said no; they might want to come back some other time to get provisions. The next morning, soldiers recovered the bodies of their comrades. They were badly mutilated, with fingers, ears, and toes cut off, their mouths filled with powder and ignited. The troops reported fifty-six Sioux and Cheyennes killed but were not sure, since the victors carried off their dead. A smiling George Bent declared many years later that not a single warrior had lost his life.22 Bent also recalled that because of the loads of plunder, it took the tribesmen and their allies three days to return to the camp on Cherry Creek. Once there, they danced and feasted, the Cheyennes who had been mourning joining in for the first time.23


On January 8, O’Brien had his scouts out, and having rescued the telegraphic equipment before the sacking of the telegraph office, he was able to wire Gen. Robert Mitchell the latest intelligence:




My scout just in reports an Indian village 10 or 15 miles south of White Man’s Fork. He supposed he was within six miles of the village. The Indians that I fought yesterday were seen by my scout on White Man’s Fork, about 60 miles south of here. Indians attacked Dennison’s Ranch at the same time I was fighting them. They killed 4 and wounded 7 white men. The force on the Republican is not less than 4,000 warriors; this the report of my scouts and Jewitt [Jewett], also 50 of my best men.24





Mitchell in turn wrote his superior, Maj. Gen. Samuel Curtis, the commander of the Department of Kansas. Reporting on the raid on Julesburg, Mitchell declared that the numerous posts needed to be concentrated, some of them being too weak to withstand heavy odds. “Either give me power to act as I deem best,” he wrote, “or direct what I should do; while we are corresponding the Indians are masters of the Overland Road and immediate action is imperative.”25 In exploring the countryside, station employees at Julesburg recovered the treasure trunk taken from the stage coach and a small amount of money.


The fighting at Julesburg was not the only action on the South Platte on January 7. That same morning a man named Cross started out from the American Ranch with a wagon load of passengers. At the halfway point to Valley Station, about forty to seventy Indians suddenly appeared, firing arrows at the wagon and trying to force the team off the road. First grazed in the face by an arrow, Cross had his arm shattered at the elbow by a rifle shot delivered at close range by a member of the party. The killing of the wheel horses finally brought the wagon to a halt, the passengers lying down to protect themselves. One passenger had already been killed. The party succeeded in running to the riverbank, using their guns as clubs, since none of them were loaded. They made their way to Valley Station, where Cross’s arm was amputated. Another group in the same area, including Messrs. Marsh, Edwards, and McCullough, fought from their wagon and lost one man and had several wounded.26


About this time, Little Bear and Touching Cloud and a number of other Cheyenne came upon two discharged soldiers riding in a wagon. After the raiders killed them, they found two scalps in a valise. They were at once recognized as those of White Leaf and Little Wolf or Little Coyote, the son of Two Thighs, the first because of the woman’s unusually light hair and the second because of the warrior’s habit of wearing a distinctive little shell in his hair, which remained attached. Upon discovery of the trophies and their identification, the Cheyennes cut the bodies of the dead into pieces. This was the first certain revenge for Sand Creek.27


On Sunday, January 8, men left Valley Station to look for those attacked the day before near Dennison’s Ranch. They found that the post’s train from Denver had lost one man, named Andrews, and five men had been severely wounded. The party also suffered two horses killed, and their wagons had been burned. Andrews’s body was horribly mutilated, with his arms and legs cut off and arrows in his eyes. Marsh’s train had one man and a mule killed, two slightly wounded, and one wagon destroyed. The Haynes party had three men killed and four wagons burned. Of the group, seven men were missing. Clark’s, Keith’s, and Cook’s trains, which had been heading east, also suffered, losing a total of four men.28


The commander of the District of Colorado in Denver sent the following report to his superiors in the Department of the Plains on January 11: “The Indians have attacked Julesburg, Valley Station, and several other points on the Overland Route, murdered men women and children just as they come, burned trains and houses, driven off stage and other stock so that the Overland Route is shut off, and here I am without a man to throw on either track or even to defend the ranches with.”29 On January 14, the New York Times reported that the overland mail to California had been suspended until General Curtis could disperse the hostile Indians on the plains.30 The Rocky Mountain News later reported that eighty bags of mail destined for Kansas and Julesburg had to be returned to New York because the Indians held an area extending about 500 miles along the overland mail route. The mail had to be sent via the isthmus route.31


Some of the early reports of the Julesburg raid were not kind to the troops at Fort Rankin. The Central City, Colorado, Miner’s Register reported that the soldiers involved were an Ohio regiment “consistently represented as a band of rebels and thieves, who have constantly annoyed the emigration, without affording the least protection. If we mistake not, they have shown themselves cowards as well.”32 The Rocky Mountain News came to their defense, however, noting that the editor of the Register was “prone to judge others by himself,” and referring to the fight as “one of the terrible and gallant actions of the war.” Instead of abuse, the News declared, “the remnants of that devoted little band deserve the united thanks of the people of Colorado and the Legislative Assembly.”33


On January 10, O’Brien received orders to place Camp Rankin in charge of invalids, dismounted men, and any civilians he could find and proceed with all available force to join Gen. Robert Mitchell at Cottonwood Springs for an Indian campaign.34 Company F reached Cottonwood Springs on the evening of January 14. On January 15, Mitchell’s command drew up in line. Present were 640 cavalry, men from the 7th Iowa, 1st Nebraska Veteran Volunteer Cavalry, and Companys B and C of the 1st Nebraska Militia (mounted). Loaded into 100 mule wagons were tents, rations, other supplies, and corn for the animals. Also included in the expedition were fifty extra horses and armament consisting of four 12-pounder mountain howitzers and two light 3-inch Parrott guns. Col. Robert R. Livingston was second in command, and Captain O’Brien served as chief of artillery. The scouts were Joe Jewett, Charley Elliston, and Leon Palladay.35


During the next twelve days, the column moved south from Morrow’s Ranch (about fifteen miles west of Camp Cottonwood) to the Medicine River, west to the Stinking Water, and south to the Republican, before heading north and east to the original point of departure, a half circle some 360 miles in length. While the troops saw smoke signals and a few Indians observing their progress from a distance, the only real contact came when some Sioux and Cheyennes raced through the night camp of an advance scouting party, shooting off firearms and pulling up tent pegs without inflicting or receiving casualties. On January 19, at a place near the Republican River that Mitchell called Big Timber, they found signs of a large village, probably that just abandoned four days earlier by the Cheyennes and their allies.36


In the meantime, rumors ran rampant in Denver and other settlements. Especially susceptible, Denver was a wide-open town of about 5,000 souls where, as one visitor put it, “Every fifth house appears to be a bar, whiskey-shop, or lager-beer saloon; every tenth house appears to be either a brothel or a gaming house—very often both.”37 According to one observer, Denver was the home to “lawbreakers of every kind and from every land, to men of culture and refinement.”38 Here tales ran fast with strong drink. Exasperated at the stories heard, a writer for the Rocky Mountain News explained that he had discovered the real truth:




The Indians under Big Smoky and Old Gassy, are to attack Denver tonight at seventeen minutes before eight o’clock to-morrow forenoon; or failing in this, by reason of their transportation not coming to time, the attack will be made at twenty-three minutes past ten o’clock this evening.


The forces under Big Smoky number 7,893 warriors, consisting of Comanches, Apaches, Kiowas, Shawnees, Ogallallahs, Pottawattamies, Black feet and Cheyennes, (most of them friendly) the latter led by Black Kettle, who has obtained a furlough from down below for that purpose. The main body of the enemy will advance from the west, crossing the Platte on a foot-log near Camp Weld, pushing boldly across the peninsula they will lay pontoons across Cherry Creek just outside the fortifications and attempt to storm the formidable defences erected last summer. Succeeding in this, our own guns will be turned upon the doomed city and men, women and children will be put to the sword.39





Col. Thomas Moonlight, the new commander of the District of Colorado, did not help matters by publishing a notice in the newspapers in which he explained that he had received daily reports of men wearing the uniform of the United States who were visiting ranches, appropriating stock, and arresting citizens in the name of the government. Calling them thieves and murderers, he warned citizens against them and requested information regarding them. Moonlight also rescinded the order that prohibited citizens from carrying arms in Denver, stating that “Surrounded as this Territory now is by hostile Indians, it is but right that every man should be prepared to defend his home.”40 In response to the raiding along the South Platte, the governor of Colorado called for six companies of volunteer militia to patrol the road. Moonlight indicated that he would furnish guns, munitions, horse equipment, rations, forage, transportation, and camp and garrison equipage. Volunteers had to supply horses, blankets, revolvers, and clothing.41 On the night of January 17, when the aurora borealis appeared on the northern horizon between 9:00 and 10:00 P.M., some imagined it to be a conflagration started by the Indians in the valley of the Platte or the Cache la Poudre.42


Moonlight fanned the fires of anxiety again on January 27, when he published the following:




I have just received a private letter from the commanding officer of Fort Lyon (not knowing that he was in my command) informing me that according to the most reliable accounts, the following tribes of Indians are concentrated on the head waters of the Smoky Hill, and that they contemplate an attack upon Denver City, and surrounding country,—viz: Cheyennes, Arapahos, Sioux, Kiowas and Comanches. I make this statement for the information of the people, and that they may see the necessity for an immediate organization, such as is now going on; and also that they may not be lulled into security of position. It is not necessary that these facts should cause an undue excitement, but it is necessary or, at least prudent, that we should be prepared.


Yours, truly,


T. Moonlight


Colonel Commanding43





Meanwhile, the real foe on General Mitchell’s late January march turned out to be the weather. On the night of January 22, the reading was 22 degrees below zero. That night everyone kept in motion, not daring to go to sleep. Before the journey was over, many had suffered frostbitten ears and fingers.44


One night around the campfire, General Mitchell shared his unique solution to the Indian problem, recorded by Lieutenant Ware. “It is a well-known fact,” he said, “that it costs a million dollars a year to keep a cavalry regiment in the field. It takes in my district, from Omaha to South Pass, three regiments of cavalry; that is to say, three million dollars a year. This is outside the loss of productive labor and loss of men by death and disease. I would put the Indians on reservations, dress them up in broadcloth, feed them on fried oysters, and furnish them money to play poker with, and all the tobacco and whisky they wanted, and then I will be a million dollars ahead of the game in my little district every year.”45


Mitchell was very disappointed that he had not been able to discover the Indians’ location, but he did find evidence that led him to believe that the Sioux and Cheyennes were crossing the Platte and heading north to Powder River country. The expedition had not resulted in the death of a single raider, but ended in the disablement of not less than fifty soldiers from frozen limbs or other injuries. Mitchell himself froze a toe. The commander noted, however, that “not a murmur was heard from any one.” Also, the expedition had ruined 100 horses, and six wagons had to be abandoned. As he rode down Cottonwood Canyon on January 26 at the end of the trip, the general was heard to mutter, “Well what more could we do? What more could we do?” Mitchell told Lieutenant Ware that he would rather go down south and be shot to death than to stay up north and fight Indians and be frozen to death.46 Upon returning to his desk, Mitchell wrote a letter requesting either a reassignment to fight in the South or the acceptance of his resignation.47


At the same time, Mitchell learned that in his absence, the Sioux and Cheyennes had started a new campaign. At Camp Cottonwood, he received a telegram stating that Indians were raiding everywhere, burning stage stations between Julesburg and Valley Station, stopping all travel. He learned that the Beaver Creek stage station had been burned and Godfrey’s Ranch had been attacked on January 14. The latter had several solid buildings into which the owner, Holan Godfrey, two of his herders, and some others retreated and survived, while the Indians drove off his cattle and horses. Godfrey inflicted enough damage to earn the name “Old Wicked” from his Indian attackers, and thereafter, his ranch was known as Fort Wicked.48 On that same day, raiders torched Wisconsin Ranch, fifty-six miles west of Camp Rankin, and killed a woman and two children. On January 15, the avengers burned Morrison’s American Ranch, killing eight whites and carrying off Mrs. Morrison and her child.49 Telegraph operator J. W. Ford was one of those who found the bodies and reported all burned to a cinder, calling it the most horrible sight that he had ever seen.50 On January 18 the Indians menaced Valley Station, but the seventy soldiers on duty there kept them from making an attack. The troops did not feel, however, that they had sufficient numbers to pursue. On January 25 Gittrell’s Ranch was burned. At Valley Station, the men could see signal fires burning every night in every direction.51


While Captain O’Brien remained to consult with General Mitchell, Lieutenant Brewer and most of Company F left for Fort Rankin.52 Mitchell’s response to this new development was to put into effect a plan that he had formulated over the past week: if he couldn’t subdue the marauders himself, perhaps a fast-moving fire could. On the morning of January 27, the sky was clear with a strong wind blowing from the north, so Mitchell cleared the telegraph line and wired instructions to all posts between Fort Kearny and Denver to fire the grass at sundown. His subordinates carried out his command on schedule, so that a 300-mile line of fire rose in the fading twilight. Post commanders employed different methods for setting the fire. At Julesburg, soldiers prepared lighted bales of hay bound with chains, using horses and ropes to drag the blazing bundles over the prairie. Three days later, the fire had reached the Arkansas River, some of it finally running down into the Texas panhandle before extinguishing.53


Mitchell’s main objective in setting the fire was to deprive raiders of forage for their ponies and drive all game out of the region, reducing their subsistence.54 In this he succeeded; however, the fire had little immediate effect, except perhaps to deepen the hate the Sioux and Cheyennes already had for the whites. On the day of the burning, some Sioux and Cheyenne raiders attacked Washington’s Ranch and burned Lillian Springs Ranch.55


Mostly Mitchell’s fire was ineffective because the majority of the Indians were no longer where they used to be. After returning to the camp on Cherry Creek after the attack on Julesburg, the chiefs had decided to travel north to Powder River to join the Northern Cheyennes and the Oglalas.56 On January 15, they moved to the stream known as White Butte Creek, about halfway between the South Fork of the Republican and the South Fork of the Platte.57 Black Kettle and his eighty lodges of Southern Cheyennes parted company with the main body on January 26. He had decided to join the Kiowas, Comanches, and Little Raven’s Southern Arapahos south of the Arkansas.58 While the women, children, and old people traveled north, large war parties ranged up and down the South Platte, leaving devastation in their wake. The Cheyennes began fifty miles west of Julesburg, the Sioux forty miles east, and the Arapahos raided in between.59


On January 27, the Cheyennes under George Bent began their depredations at the American Ranch, where they ran off 100 head and then burned 100 tons of hay belonging to the soldiers at nearby Valley Station. Cavalry under Lt. J. J. Kennedy from the little post fought a skirmish with the raiders and, after a twenty-mile pursuit, recaptured some of the stolen stock. Troops estimated they had killed between ten and twenty of the raiders. At the same time, warriors with the main village attacked Harlow’s Ranch, about twenty-three miles west of Julesburg, where there was an emigrants’ store. Burning the buildings, including a four-room house, they killed three white men, and a Sioux, Cut Belly, took a woman prisoner. The store yielded a large supply of liquor. During the drinking spree that followed, an inebriated Cheyenne shot in the head and fatally wounded an Arapaho. Five miles east was Spring Hill Station, which the raiders set afire.60


The next target was Ackley’s or Gillette’s Ranch, within twelve miles of Julesburg. There Oglalas under Two Face and some Northern Cheyennes attacked freighters on their way to Central City, Colorado, in their overnight camp. They destroyed an ox train of sixteen wagons belonging to James H. Southerland and H. M. Foster & Company, the entrepreneurs suffering loss of quantities of flour, bacon, ham, codfish, and mackerel, as well as jugs of molasses syrup, buffalo robes, camp fixtures, nails, and other goods. After the attack, the freighters fled to Gillette’s Ranch, where they were joined by the fleeing William Harlow and wife. At night, the party crawled to the river in an attempt to reach Fort Rankin. The river was ice-covered, with many small islands on which bunches of willows grew. These afforded enough shelter to cover their retreat, and they were able to reach the fort about daybreak. On January 29, the raiders also burned Antelope Stage Station and Buffalo Springs Ranch, both within a half hour ride from Fort Rankin.61


Later in the day, after the swift attack along the line, the main party went into camp on the left bank of the South Platte, across from Harlow’s Ranch, where they would remain until February 2. There they enjoyed fresh beef, new clothing, dress goods, hardware of all kinds, and myriad foodstuffs, with even candied citron to tease the pallet. The camp spread out for some distance, the three tribes camping separately but near one another, their drums pounding out the joy of victory. In summarizing the raid, Bent noted that three Sioux Indians had been killed in an attack on one of the wagon trains and declared that he had never seen so much plunder in an Indian village.62


As reports came in, the Omaha Nebraska Republican called for more troops, declaring, “The plains, from Julesburg west, for more than one hundred miles, are red with the blood of murdered men, women, and children—ranches are in ashes—stock all driven off—the country utterly desolate. . . . The truth is a gigantic Indian war is upon us.”63 In Denver a rumor that 300 warriors approached from the south soon grew to 3,000, causing the editor of the Rocky Mountain News to remark how “astonishing it was that Indians ‘increase and multiply.’”64


On the morning of February 2, the camp broke up and continued north. Since the Sioux knew the country best, they led. First went an advance guard to search for troops on the North Platte. A second group stayed behind to warn the people if soldiers should come from that direction. Moving across the prairie, the travelers cut a swath a mile wide. Women and boys drove the extra ponies and herds of captured cattle. When the trek began, a large war party of the three tribes turned toward Julesburg once again, this time to finish what they had begun.65


On the morning of January 29, O’Brien, Ware, and a small escort, with nineteen wagons, left Camp Cottonwood for Julesburg. Ware had been detailed as aide-de-camp to Mitchell, and his task was to report on conditions and immediately wire his superior. The party reached John A. Morrow’s Ranch late in the day, where they supped on antelope hearts, beaver tails, and champagne provided by their host. Jack Morrow had been there since 1858. He had married an Indian woman, had a number of children, and had good relations with his wife’s tribe.66 In the meantime, Lieutenant Brewer, acting commander at Fort Rankin, learned that Indians had been reported in force in the vicinity, and he decided to send an escort of thirty men to meet O’Brien and his group. This left only fifteen men inside Fort Rankin.67


On January 30, O’Brien’s detachment reached Alkali Station guarded by Capt. John Murphy and Company A of the 7th Iowa Cavalry. Murphy had detained a westbound stage for safety reasons, which held two stage company officials, Andrew Hughes and a man named Clift, the division manager. They were trying to get the line reopened. Captain Murphy added to their escort so that it totaled ten men and provided increased protection in the form of a mountain howitzer. Hughes and Clift also joined the group.68


Two days later, at midmorning on February 2, O’Brien’s little party reached Dick Cleve’s Ranch, an hour’s ride from Camp Rankin. There they discovered a number of plainsmen preparing to defend themselves. On the other side of the river a few Indians were rounding up Cleve’s cattle herd, preparatory to driving them off. While the plainsmen did not fear the results of an attack, they suggested that Mrs. Cleve go with O’Brien to the fort, which she reluctantly agreed to do. Also joining the party was John Kay, the telegrapher from Alkali Station, who was traveling to Julesburg to see why his line had gone dead. To help out, O’Brien left four of his men, feeling confident with his howitzer in tow.69


It was near noon when O’Brien’s party reached the Devil’s Dive arroyo, about three miles from Julesburg. Years later, O’Brien recalled the scene:




From the summit of the hill above Devil’s Dive, where the main part of the first battle was fought, I could see smoke rising above the intervening rise of land and I moved cautiously across to where I could see through my field glasses that the stage station was burning, causing the column of smoke we had observed. Indians covered the area in all directions, circling their horses around the station and other burning buildings at close range. They were circling the fort also, but at a much wider range remembering their first experience with howitzers in the stockade.70





Some witnesses later claimed that between 1,500 and 2,000 warriors participated in this second attack on Julesburg, which had begun about 10:00 A.M. The little force at Fort Rankin had fired on the attackers but could not drive them away. O’Brien’s decision was to run the gauntlet to the post. Hazy weather and a northwest wind that blew a pall of smoke from the burning buildings in their direction covered their approach. After corralling the wagons, O’Brien had the howitzer loaded with canister, and one of the soldiers carried a friction primer, in order to fire the gun from horseback. O’Brien instructed Ware to carry the field glasses and ride in front, followed by four cavalrymen. O’Brien followed with the gun squad. Bringing up the rear was the stagecoach, pulled by four horses. The driver occupied the box in front, while Hughes and Clift rode on top, and Mrs. Cleve kept inside. The stage station, built from the logs from Jack Morrow’s canyon, burned with a fierce heat as the group approached Julesburg. Mrs. Cleve asked O’Brien for a revolver, declaring, “I am going to have a part in this fight.” The captain handed her one, which she made good use of, firing first out of one window, then out of the other, as the stage sped toward the little settlement. O’Brien later commented, “Mrs. Cleve was the bravest woman I ever saw.”71


O’Brien had determined to make the Indians believe that his command was but the advance guard of a large force of cavalry, the smoke, haze, and the lay of the land favoring this ruse. Soon the little caravan came into full view of the pillagers, who were busily carrying off sacks of corn and flour, loading their ponies with goods to send across the river on a sanded strip of ice about six feet wide. O’Brien ordered the howitzer discharged, and the warriors that had gathered before them drew back, temporarily opening the way. Down the road they sped, shooting, shouting, and calling on the phantom army they hoped the raiders would believe was following close behind. O’Brien ordered the men to draw their sabers.


About 200 yards farther, a group of riders moved directly in front to bar the way. At Fort Rankin, Lieutenant Brewer could see their predicament and opened up with the howitzer, firing shells into the clumps of horsemen. O’Brien then ordered another blast from his howitzer, catching the Indians in a cross fire. Not knowing what was coming behind or what the smoke concealed, the warriors moved aside. Not daring to charge, they hovered on the flanks, as the mounted party, followed by the coach, moved at full speed toward the post and safety. Hughes and Clift maintained the fast pace, keeping the horses on the run. Both yelled much and fired often, causing the warriors to move aside, and to O’Brien they seemed filled with hilarity.


All arrived safely. Looking back over the years, O’Brien still felt a sense of awe at their success, as if he had participated in a miracle. Lieutenant Brewer, Chief of Scouts Charles Elliston, and the rest of the defenders rejoiced in the coming of the late arrivals, not only for their own sake but for the added firepower they represented. Augmenting the little military force were a dozen or more ranchers, travelers, and citizens of Julesburg who had fled to the post when the attack began, including E. D. Bulen, the co-owner of the closest ranch to Julesburg. Two miles from Fort Rankin, the G. D. Connelly & E. D. Bulen Ranch provided hay needed by travelers for their animals, as much of the grass in the region had been burned in numerous raids. Also at Fort Rankin were Philo Holcomb and S. R. Smith, who ran the Pacific Telegraph office, which they had moved to the post after the raid on January 7.72


While respect for the cannon had kept the raiders at a distance from the fort, the soldiers believed that an attack was imminent. Compared to a hive of disturbed bees by O’Brien, Indian raiders swirled about the post, but the defenders noticed that many began slipping away to Julesburg to secure remaining grain, clothing, and other supplies before all perished in the flames. Especially desirable were shelled bags of corn found in the warehouse, which the raiders packed on their ponies.73 Observing the tumultuous scene was Noble Ware, who took care of horses at Fort Rankin and whose wife was a cook for officers. Ware sketched the burning of Julesburg and later created a large painting of the event, which he presented to the Colorado Historical Society in 1933.74 While Julesburg burned, the raiders appropriated stock owned by Abraham T. Litchfield a few miles distant, killing several herders in the process.75


By evening it was over. Carrying their booty across the South Platte, the Indians divided into three parties, the largest remaining to camp on the bank opposite Fort Rankin, near present-day Ovid, Colorado, while a group of Cheyennes and Arapahos continued to raid upriver, and a large party of Sioux sought new action in the opposite direction.76 Those who stayed in camp on the bank of the South Platte arranged downed telegraph poles into a huge pile for a victory fire and began a night of feasting and dancing. In the meantime, O’Brien prepared for the possibility of a night assault on the stockade. Mounting one of the howitzers on the roof of the stable, he stationed soldiers at strategic points along the walls of the fort. Climbing atop an eighty-ton haystack at the northwest corner of the post, O’Brien and Lieutenant Ware peered through field glasses to watch the war dance in progress—the circling, ground stamping, gesturing figures illuminated in firelight. Burrowing deep into the hay for protection from the cold, the officers prepared for a long vigil.77


At midnight, the defenders carried out their own patriotic ritual. The men raised a pole bearing a tattered American flag, topped with an Indian arrow that pointed west. Buried at the foot of it was a document signed by all within the walls of the post. It read:




This pole is erected by Phil Holcomb and S. R. Smith, operators for the Pacific Telegraph Line, and Joel F. Wisely, Surgeon, U.S. Army—twenty-six days after the bloody conflict of January 7, 1865, between 1200 Cheyenne warriors and forty brave boys of the 7th Iowa Cavalry under command of Capt. N. J. O’Brien. On this occasion, the telegraph office and hospital at the mail station were totally destroyed and both institutions re-established at this post. The lives of fifteen soldiers and five citizens were lost during this terrible raid, and their remains interred nearby. With a fervent prayer for the success of the Union cause, and shouts for victory to our arms—we raise this humble memorial, high in the free air.78





Eventually, in the wee hours, the drumbeat stopped, revelry ceased, fires died down, and smoke drifted lazily across the river upon the chill breeze. When dawn broke, besieged sought signs of besiegers, but there were none: all was quiet on the north bank. Soon thereafter, O’Brien, Lieutenant Ware, and a squad of cavalrymen moved across the river to find the camp deserted. Conspicuous were great numbers of broken bottles scattered around the ashes of the campfire and the heads of 156 cattle that had been slaughtered for the night’s feast. As they rode upriver toward Gillette’s Ranch, the men were surprised to see the prairie dotted with spots of white flour, droppings from sacks that had burst open in hard riding. They represented all that remained of 600 sacks of flour that had been part of the load in the wagons owned by H. M. Foster & Company captured on January 28. At the ranch, the soldiers found the ground scorched but twenty-four wagons filled with mining equipment untouched. On one of the large-rimmed wheels the admonition “GO TO HELL” had been written in charcoal.79 O’Brien and a detachment visited Ackley’s Ranch, where they found everything destroyed, except a pile of codfish, which they appropriated for use at the fort.80


Desolation marked the scene at Julesburg. The buildings were smoldering ruins. What telegraph wires remained were down. Telegraph poles had been cut down and the line rendered inoperative for ten miles toward Denver and thirty-four miles toward Fort Laramie. The men described the wire as twisted and tangled inextricably and the poles cut off at the ground. New poles had to be hauled from Cottonwood Springs, 134 miles distant. The Sioux and Cheyennes had secured or destroyed 3,500 sacks of corn and run off 1,000 heads of stock. Some of the freighters were able to put out a fire that was consuming a huge pile of corn belonging to the stage station. For a reward, many of them received enough smoky corn to feed their animals and start them on their way back to Denver. Ben Holladay estimated $115,000 in damages.81


As a result of the attack on Julesburg and associated raiding, the army limited travel along the road, permitting only caravans of 100 wagons or more to proceed, accompanied by troops. The approach of Col. R. R. Livingston from Cottonwood Springs with a detachment of Companies F and K of the 1st Nebraska Cavalry, numbering about 300 men, had caused the quick departure of the Indians during the early hours of February 2. Livingston had seen Julesburg ablaze from Alkali Station and had wired Mitchell: “For God’s sake get me troops—what in the name of God means this apathy?”82 Livingston reached Fort Rankin about 4:00 A.M., missing the Indian exodus by a few hours. Scouts examining one of the Indian campsites estimated 800 lodges.83


Word of the sacking and burning of Julesburg reached Denver in a few days. Colonel Moonlight reacted by declaring martial law in the city, which included closing of all business houses, and Acting Governor Samuel Elbert called for six companies of militia to be raised from Arapahoe, Gilpin, Clear Creek, Jefferson, Boulder, and Larimer Counties.84 Major General Curtis responded by ordering the establishment of a regular post with troops and supplies at Valley Station.85 Joining the hysteria, the Omaha Nebraska Republican shrieked, “The sober truth is a gigantic Indian war is upon us,” while the Oskaloosa (Kansas) Independent calmly reminded its readers that the army needed to protect the miners, whose supplies were being cut off, so that they would be able to continue to produce the wealth that the nation so sorely needed.86


The height of feeling in the Colorado mining settlements reached its apex on the evening of February 9, when Colonel Moonlight addressed the citizens of Central City. In an inflammatory speech, he reminded his listeners that “nits make lice” and that he planned to wage war against all ages and sexes. The Central City Miner’s Register applauded the remarks, declaring that “extermination is their final doom, and we do not care how much it is hastened.”87 The citizens did have one piece of good news. On February 1, Joseph Bissonette and Jules Ecoffey had been able to ransom Nancy Morton from her captors, delivering her safe and sound to the commanding officer at Fort Laramie.88
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