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  For Nyla, who knows there’s a little outlaw in each of us.
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  Introduction




  They hid in the shadows, these outlaws. Often desperate and sometimes brave, they preyed on those more fortunate and killed when so inclined, before making tracks for the hinterland.




  In the latter part of the nineteenth century and half of the twentieth, a ragtag collection of cop killers, common crooks, muggers, and their molls made their way across the vast expanses of South Dakota’s contribution to the Great Plains. Some did it on horseback, holding out in boxed canyons or dank caves. Others stole away slumped behind the damp steering wheel of a stolen car, ever watchful for lawmen who might be lurking behind the next tree or door or windshield.




  It was relatively easy to conceal oneself in America’s outback, and so South Dakota afforded ample protection. It was then, as it is now, one of the last best places to hide. Even today there are areas of South Dakota so sparsely populated that they are measured by square miles per person rather than people per square mile. In countless locations you can still see one hundred miles to the horizon and retrace one hundred years in a day. And so it goes with Outlaw Tales of South Dakota.




  Outlaws in the early days of white settlement of Dakota Territory encountered few obstacles, excepting of course the well-armed man who objected to a perceived slight or who held that which the outlaw wanted. Marshals, of whom there were few, roamed whole territories hunting villains immortalized on well-worn wanted posters. Some of these lawmen were worse than the criminals they sought, but in so many instances they were infinitely better shots.




  By and large, the law came late to western South Dakota. In fact, it was the last region on America’s frontier to be mapped. The 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty had prevented white settlement of all the lands between the Missouri River and the Bighorn Mountains, at least until George Armstrong Custer’s 1874 Black Hills Expedition confirmed the presence of gold. Overnight the quiet canyons and gentle brooks became bastions for those seeking a better life, with hammers pounding and sluices running. Few struck it rich, although many were struck dead by disagreement and greed. The law was often settled by the quickest gun rather than the loosest tongue.




  When the proprieties of law finally did arrive, first with territorial courts and then with statehood in 1889, not all of the newly minted South Dakotans recognized the benefits of the change. Still others of Native American extraction, humbled and miserable on reservations where they subsisted solely on government handouts, longed for the life they had known, an existence inexorably linked to the seasons, the land, and the buffalo herds on which they had once relied.




  Later, when the Dust Bowl visited the plains and dried up every hope, leading to the greatest of economic depressions, the crooks, cutthroats, and connivers still sought every convenience, no matter its rightful owner. More often than not, their miserable lives ended at the wrong end of a loaded gun or the decades-long idleness of a lonely prison cell. One walked free, while another succumbed to electrocution wearing a $3 football helmet.




  Although well tried and duly convicted, not all of the men that the territorial, state, and federal courts sent to their deaths were actually guilty, as the story of homesteader Thomas Egan explains. But that didn’t really matter at the time. So many of the South Dakotans who greeted the arrival of decency, good judgment, and citified laws could not be inconvenienced with legal details or rights of appeal. Slow to advance from the immediacy of vigilante justice, in South Dakota’s earliest days some death penalty cases were dispatched with greater speed than is a DUI today.




  Lawbreakers and desperados were certainly as elusive then as they are now. By nature they didn’t generally sit for portraits or favor interviews with the press. Retracing their footsteps and bullet holes sometimes a century after the fact is not without its challenges, nor is it rife with definitive accounts or lacking in contradictions. It is with that stark reality that I approached this work, not seeking to commemorate the criminal, or mistakenly honor the condemned man with the heart of gold or the lawman who lent his life to evil pursuits. Discerning fact from fiction in any outlaw’s tale is a lot like pushing rope, challenging yet futile. Pursuing a promising trail littered with microfilm and smudged newspaper accounts sometimes leads only to a dead end of pettifoggery and obfuscation. With studious research a grand tale of bravery and daring sometimes only lends itself to recounting as a sad tale of butchery and a final fate at the gallows. When the legends are tossed aside, sometimes all that lingers is an unpalatable truth.
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  These, then, are their stories—the Outlaw Tales of South Dakota.




  Chief Two Sticks The Disenchanted Rebel





  On a gray midwinter morning just three days removed from Christmas 1894, a crowd gathered round the hastily built gallows in Deadwood Gulch, not to greet the new year or join in good cheer but to witness the end of a once proud life made miserable. On that December day happy holiday hymns were replaced by the woeful death-song wail of a lonely Lakota leader facing the end of his trail. Then, with a hood over his head and a new noose encircling his neck, Chief Cha Nopa Uhah, also known as Two Sticks, stepped onto a small, square trapdoor and dropped seven feet four inches into history.




  For the elderly Chief Two Sticks, the previous decades must have seemed as a whirlwind on the prairie, a twister that left no Native American, and perhaps no blade of grass on the Great Plains, unscathed. Two Sticks had witnessed much of what had gone right and so much that had gone wrong for his brethren. Before his death at the end of a white man’s rope, he had been first triumphant, then disillusioned, and finally, irrevocably, defeated. That he had walked into old age at all seemed surprising.




  For Two Sticks had been at the Greasy Grass with Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse, a day when the clearing of a cloud of smoke and dust coupled with the circling of turkey vultures had signaled the end for Yellow Hair and his band of bluecoats, cut down on the rolling banks of the Little Bighorn. In the years after the battle, he watched with despair as an increasing number of his comrades resigned themselves to a fate dictated by the Great White Father in Washington, reluctantly allowing themselves to be assigned to reservations where Indian agents sparingly doled out foodstuffs and government blankets.
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  One of those Lakota leaders who had never sought surrender was Sitting Bull, with whom Two Sticks had fought at the Little Bighorn. Following the annihilation of Col. George A. Custer and his Seventh Cavalry, Sitting Bull and his followers had fled to Canada. Several years later, hungry and cold, Sitting Bull, his family, and a few remaining warriors surrendered at Fort Buford, North Dakota. Fearing Sitting Bull’s influence among his people, the army imprisoned him for two years before allowing him to return to his reservation and people.




  The Wounded Knee massacre in December 1890 occurred on the coldest of winter days and left several hundred of his tribe—dozens of unarmed elders, women and children mixed in among them—dead in the snows of a Dakota prairie, shot down by the remnants of the Seventh Cavalry. As the new moons came and went, the loss of his revered friend Sitting Bull and the one-sided “battle” at Wounded Knee still brought a bitter bile to the back of the throat of Chief Two Sticks. The lingering resentment would one day prompt a violent attack on those he viewed as his aggressors that would eventually lead to Two Sticks’s death.




  For Two Sticks and the remaining rebels of his tribe, and indeed for much of the world, the 1890s were a time of incredible change and challenge. Many whites and Native Americans felt a keen sense of desperation brought on by events they could do little to control. A wave of immigrants had sailed prairie schooners across a sea of grass to settle in the Lakota hunting grounds. In their wake came towns and telegraphs and railroads. In the burgeoning cities and financial centers of the United States, the Panic of 1893 wrought the most serious economic crisis the nation had yet known. Major railroads went bankrupt, followed by a series of bank failures. The National Cordage Company, then the most actively traded stock in the country, went into receivership. At the panic’s peak, as much as 18 percent of the U.S. workforce would find themselves unemployed.




  The world stage was at least as volatile. On February 15, 1894, French anarchist Martial Bourdin attempted to destroy London’s Royal Greenwich Observatory with a bomb, and a month later, fellow anarchist Jean Pauwels died in a Paris church when the bomb he was carrying exploded in his pocket. That summer, French president Sadi Carnot was assassinated by a twenty-one-year-old Italian anarchist who would himself be executed by guillotine less than two months later.




  Rebellion was in the air. On March 25 Coxey’s Army, the first major American protest march, departed Massillon, Ohio, for Washington, D.C., to bring the plight of the unemployed to national attention. On May 1, as the jobless rioted in Cleveland, some five hundred of populist Jacob Coxey’s followers arrived in D.C., where the leaders of the march were promptly arrested for walking on the grass of the U.S. Capitol.




  But Two Sticks would have known little of what occurred beyond his personal horizon. His needs were more immediate. His was an existence that required attention to his daily subsistence. With a disdain for reservations and given the virtual extermination of game on the prairies, simply living was his primary focus.




  The winter of 1893 found Two Sticks traveling with his two sons, Uses a Fight (or Fights With) and First Eagle, as well as a nephew, Kills the Two, and three more men, No Waters, Hollow Wood, and Whiteface Horses. Together, Chief Two Sticks’s band roamed the breaks country of southwestern South Dakota, raiding ranches and stealing cattle.




  Known to Indian agents as well as their reservation-bound tribal members, Two Sticks and his band were described by a February 11, 1893, story in the Black Hills Daily Times as “Uncompapas,” an unflattering term that implied sneakiness and an underhanded approach to their pursuits. The article claimed that Uncompapas were the type of Native Americans who, when in council with other Plains Indians, always positioned themselves near the exit of the circle so they could flee at the first sign of danger. They were, said the newspaper, still nomadic and had remained as uncivilized as they were a quarter of a century earlier.




  In early February, under the cover of darkness, Two Sticks and his small party carried out a raid on a herd of cattle belonging to the Humphrey’s cattle ranch, located on the White River, a day’s ride west of the Pine Ridge Agency. Contracted to raise beef for the growing agency, the cattlemen sent word of the raid to Capt. George L. Brown, the acting Indian agent at Pine Ridge. In turn Brown quickly telegraphed soldiers at Fort Meade, near present-day Sturgis, advising them to remain on alert for further criminal activity. The Eleventh Infantry captain then dispatched half a dozen tribal police officers to apprehend the culprits.




  When the tribal officers finally found Two Sticks’s encampment, they quickly moved in to make arrests. Two Sticks and his band opened fire. When the dust had settled, five tribal police were dead and the sixth was wounded. Unlike his compatriot Sitting Bull, who had been killed by Indian police, Two Sticks escaped unscathed and invigorated by the brief battle.




  The chief and his followers returned to the scene of their earlier crime—the Humphrey ranch—and killed four of the ranchers, later identified as R. Royce, John Bennett, thirteen-year-old Charles Bacon, and sixteen-year-old William Kelly. By some accounts, these four might have been the first white men killed on a reservation since 1876. Two Sticks and his band also exhibited their thirst for revenge by shooting thirty cows and three horses.




  Fearing that a full-fledged revolt was in progress, as soon as Captain Brown was informed of the killings, he sent a party of twenty-five Indians commanded by tribal policeman Joe Bush after the murderers. Reports had Two Sticks and his followers holed up at the camp of Young Man Afraid of His Horses. Nineteen years earlier, it had been Young Man Afraid of His Horses who had helped negotiate a treaty that allowed white men to mine for gold in the sacred Black Hills. Although opposed by many of the youngest braves, the treaty undoubtedly ended a bitter debate and curtailed a bloody outbreak of fighting with the whites. His levelheadedness would once again be needed.




  While at the camp, Two Sticks purportedly told an Indian man named Crow that the hearts of his young followers were bad, and that during their Ghost Dances, the Great Spirit had advised them to kill the whites for all they had done to exterminate the buffalo and steal that which belonged to the Indians.




  When Bush and his tribal troops arrived at the camp of Chief No Waters and Young Man Afraid of His Horses, Two Sticks and his band of warriors refused to surrender and a bloody battle commenced. First Eagle, Kills the Two, and Whiteface Horses were seriously wounded in the initial volley. First Eagle died immediately while Two Sticks was seriously wounded and the others were injured.




  As the rebel leader lay bleeding on the ground, Chief No Waters worked his camp followers into a frenzy until they were ready to attack the tribal police. But Young Man Afraid of His Horses intervened and, in an effort to prevent further bloodshed, the peacemaker and his faithful followers positioned themselves between No Waters and his people and the tribal lawmen. When Young Man Afraid of His Horses told No Waters that harming the Indian police in support of murderers would result in all of their deaths, No Waters backed down.




  But for Captain Brown the confrontation at No Waters’s camp was further evidence that additional bloodshed was probable. Afraid the fight over the apprehension of Two Sticks would incite more violence, Brown gathered more than fifty chiefs at Pine Ridge on February 6, 1893, to discuss the murders and the capture of Two Sticks. During the two-hour meeting, most chiefs agreed that Two Sticks was a troublemaker who was prone to be the first to join insurrectionists. Several chiefs confirmed to Brown that they wanted no part in the hostilities and represented friendly tribes.




  Two Sticks’s shoulder wound was so serious that reservation officials agreed to hold him at the agency until he was sufficiently recovered to travel to Deadwood for trial. Weeks later, when a U.S. marshal arrived to take Two Sticks to justice, the chief refused to cooperate and encouraged No Waters to protect him. The move gave Two Sticks a one-month reprieve, but when No Waters was arrested, Two Sticks had no recourse but to accompany the marshal to the Black Hills. When he was finally placed in a Deadwood jail, Two Sticks suffered a relapse and remained in guarded condition for several months.




  “Two Sticks is wounded in the shoulder, Whiteface Horses in the lower limbs,” one observer commented. “Their conditions are loathsome in the extreme. They will not allow a white physician to go near them and their condition can be imagined. Whiteface Horses’ legs are gangrened to his knees and his demise is looked for anytime. Two Sticks will probably pull through with the loss of his arm.”




  Whiteface Horses did later succumb to his wounds. After standing trial on charges of instigating and conspiring to commit murder and resisting arrest, Hollow Wood, No Waters, and Kills the Two were sentenced to five years in jail. Hollow Wood and No Waters would die there, but Kills the Two would serve out his term.




  As the leader of the rebel band, Two Sticks would face a different and decidedly more severe penalty. He would be hanged by the neck until dead.




  On April 11, 1893, shortly after Two Sticks had been transported to Deadwood, the Black Hills Daily Times carried the once-proud Lakota leader’s purported confession. It was filled with regrets for the actions of his boys, still maintained his innocence, and showed a measurable amount of remorse that, even at the end, Two Sticks hoped would save him from the gallows.




  “My friend I have not much to say for my part,” he told a newspaper reporter. “I had nothing to do with the killing of the white men. My son that was killed by the Indian police was the cause of all the trouble. I cannot lie, my boy that is dead killed three of the white men and Whiteface Horses killed the other one. I am going to move away. I want—and die. My boy [Uses a Fight] that is in jail at Deadwood did not have a gun. He had a bow and arrows. He is only eighteen years old and is a coward. My son that is dead had a rifle. Whiteface Horses had a Winchester. The reason we killed them white men did not treat us right. My son said that he wanted to die and be hung.”
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