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The helmet, spurs, and fur gloves were regulation issue to
the troops in Dakota Territory and the drum was used at
Fort Sully IJ. General George Crook's troops carried
the tattered ßag in the campaigns of ¡ S 76 against the
Sioux Indians. The cane, which belonged to General Crook,
was left at the Cheyenne Agency when he came to
Dakota Territory as a member of the Sioux Commission of 1889.
The black, twelve-inch McClellan saddle was typical of
those used by the cavalry in the 1880s, The small cannon
ball was uncovered at Pierre and the bayonet at Yankton.
All of these items are from the museum of the
South Dakota State Historical Society.
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The Primary Role
of the Military on
the Dakota Frontier

LOUIS M . Me DERMOTT

After the Civil War the United States Army quickly
disintegrated. There was no support among the majority of the
American people for a large, standing military force. Out West.
however, a different view prevailed. The denuding of the
frontier forts to provide manpower for the army's major efforts
against the Confederacy enabled the Indians to go on the
warpath. Thus, soon after Appomattox, the frontiersmen began
to clamor for military protection from the warriors of the many
Indian nations beyond the Missouri.
In the Dakotas the army explored and mapped the terrain.
Trails were constructed and forts were built, in many cases the
sites of future settlements. But the increase in population and
the exploitation of the natural resources of Dakota Territory
would not have been possible if the army had not first made the
territory safe from Indian raids. For, while the U.S. Army had a
variety of roles in the settlement of the West, its major and
most successful role was the pacification of the warring Indian
tribes.
This pacification ro!e of the U. S. Army was a most
misunderstood role. Back East, the newspapers had a habit of
reporting only the Indian atrocities and not discriminating
between the right and wrong of any action. To the readers of
the eastern papers, the red man was holding up progress.
Politically, the army was hampered by contlicting directives
from Washington. Everyone complained; no matter what the
army did, someone, somewhere, considered its actions to be
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wrong. ' Even within the army, there was a great division over
its role. Colonel Emory Upton at West Point was concerned
with educating officers who would, in the future, lead great
armies against world enemies. The cadets at West Point were
given exercises on how to handle armies for great strategic and
tactical decisions. Then after graduation, the young officer
would travel to the frontier and discover that the training was
not quite adequate to the task. There were no grand maneuvers,
no great strategic objectives to be won-just forty miles a day
on bread and beans.
Who were the men who made up the army in Dakota
Territory after the Civil War? They were no green levy, but a
force of tough, battle-seasoned veterans; they were self-reliant
and competent and had plenty of initiative. Crude, profane,
bored, and often quarrelsome, the cavalry component was-in
the eyes of foreign observers-"the world's finest cavalry."^ The
army of the frontier in general, and the cavalry in particular.
was one of the busiest sections of the great American melting
pot. where many nationalities absorbed new life, hard campaigning, and hard liquor with all the energy that marked the
spectacular growth of the Dakotas in the last half of the
nineteenth century. The largest foreign element was the
Irish-who had. it seems, an irresistible affinity for fighting. The
Germans, aggressive fighting men. produced almost all the
regimental sergeant majors and a large part of the first sergeants.
There were also Frenchmen, Italians. Swedes. Norwegians, and
Englishmen in the ranks. Surprisingly, there were enlisted
Indians, not scouts, but regular army men. They liked the idea
of being paid to fight the Sioux-their traditional enemy.-^ Even
as late as 1 876. the officers, except the second lieutenants, were
all veterans of the Civil War, and the majority were graduates of
West Point. Second in numbers were the Volunteer Regimental
1. John Tebbel, The Compact History of the Indian Wars (New York: Hawthorne
Books, 1966). pp. 224-25.
2. S.E. Whitman, The Troopers: An Informal History of the Plains Cavalry.
1865-1890 (New Yoik: Hasting House, 1962), p. 2!.
3. Ibid., pp. 72-76.
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Troops leaving Custer
City to join
General Crook in 1876.

An infantry camp
in wickyups on
the Whitewood Creek.
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officers of the Civil War. "^ Yet, they soon discovered one
element was missing because they could come to grips with the
Indians only if they had an Indian scout leading them.^ Many
Indian nations supphed the scouts but one of the most loyal
was the Shoshone under Washakie—The Rattler. From his
beautiful Wind River Valley, Washakie would lead his nation
into battle against any red man who fought the white.
Throughout the Indian wars in the Dakotas he fought at the
side of the army.*' This mixture of immigrant, old family, and
native red man made up one of the finest armies the world has
ever seen.
Their opponents were worthy of them. All the Plains
Indians were excellent fighters, but the Sioux were the most
colorful, vigorous, and intellectual. In open battle they were
never whipped. From 1865 to 1890 the Sioux and the Apaches
left the largest scars on the U.S. Army.'' The Sioux were brave
men who believed that if their way of life was to survive, they
must stop retreating.^ The Dakota Sioux were numerous,
rich—according to their standards-lordly, and proud. Their
territory went from the Great Lakes to the Continental Divide
and from the Canadian border to the Platte River. No one ever
questioned their bravery. Adapted to their environment, they
were able to live in comfort even during the Dakota winters.
Equal to the best and superior to most whites in horsemanship.
General George Crook called them "the finest light cavalry in
the world." ^
The strong Sioux tribes of the Dakotas watched the events
4. Ibid., p. 56.
5. Russell F. Weigley, History of the United States Army (New York: Macmillan
Co., 1967), p. 268.
6. Martin Schmitt and Dee Brown, Fi^iting IniJians of the West (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1948), pp. 277-78.
7. Whitman, The Troopers, p. 47.
8. Schmitt and Brown, Fighting Indians of the West, p. 2.
9. Paul I. Wellman, The Indian Wars of the West (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday
&Co., 1954), pp. 8-11.
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of the late 1860s with troubled eyes. Determined to resist
encroachment at ail costs, they were prepared to use force to
preserve their sacred hunting grounds. '" Well might they have
been alarmed. Major General Dodge took a force into the Black
Hills at the close of the Civil War, and among his men were
some miners from California. In their spare time they panned
the streams of the Black Hills and discovered gold. When they
were mustered out, these miners spread the news from Colorado
to California. "
The long war between the army and the Sioux actually
began in Minnesota during the Civil War. It did not end until
Wounded Knee, on 29 December 1890. In the summer of 1865
General Connor tried to open a road into the Montana
goldfields of western Dakota Territory, but Red Cloud and his
warriors forced the abandonment of the Powder River expedition. In 1866 Colonel Carrington tried to negotiate the opening
of the Bozeman Road, but Red Cloud refused to negotiate. '^ In
July 1866. Colonel Carrington marched from Fort Laramie to
Little Piney Fork, where he built Fort Phil Keamy. The site was
selected with typical military foresight—no cover between the
fort and its water supply; high hills on all sides restricting
observation; and five miles to the nearest fuel and timber
supplies. He also had two small sub-forts constructed—Fort
C. F. Smith to the north and Fort Reno to the south.
Red Cloud did not make any frontal attacks, but there was
no peace from I 6 July 1866 on. Soldiers and civihans were slain
individually or in small groups. By December the soldiers were
edgy, itching to strike at their unseen tormentors. All this was
part of Red Cloud's strategy; he was developing a ruse by which
he and his braves could count many coups. On 21 December
1866. the Fort Phil Kearny wood train was attacked. Colonel
Carrington sent out a rehef force under Captain William
J. Fetterman, who boasted he could ride through the whole
10. Schmitt and Brov/n, Fighting Indians of the West, p. 3.
11. Nelson A. Miles, Personal Recollections and Observations of General Nelson A.
Miles (New York: DeCaro Press, 1969), pp. 140^3.
12. Schmitt and Brown, Fighting Indians of the West, p. 3.
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Sioux nation with eiglity men, but his orders only directed him
to relieve the wood train and not to pursue the Indians past the
Lodge Trail Ridge. As the relief force approached the wood
train, they spotted no Indians. Suddenly, young Crazy Horse
with a small force of braves passed in front of the troop, luring
them into an ambush. Before Fetterman could retreat, all eighty
of his men had died. '^
In the summer of 1867, Red Cloud tried to set up another
ambush. Splitting his forces, he attacked Fort C. F. Smith on 1
August and Fort Phil Kearny on 2 August. However, the army
had supplied the troops with repeating rifles, and Red Cloud
suffered heavy losses-so heavy that Red Cloud, thinking he had
lost, resolved never to fight again. Fortunately for him, the
bureaucrats in Washington were alarmed by this show of force
by the Indians. Seeing no other choice between all-out war and
withdrawal from Dakota Territory north of the Powder River,
Washington decided to make peace and leave. By April 1868,
the peace was made, and the soldiers left Forts C. F. Smith,
Reno, and Phil Kearny. Before they lost sight of Fort Pliil
Kearny, the troopers watched Little Wolf set fire to the
buildings. Peace came to the area at last, but it was not to
remain. ''*
By 1871 the Sioux had to start fighting again. A railroad
right-of-way was being surveyed through the Powder River
country. The Sioux attacked the surveying teams and their
military escorts to no avail. The days of easy victory seemed
gone.'^ During 1873 and 1874 great excitement prevailed
throughout the nation because of rumored gold finds in the
Black Hills."* In 1873 a veteran cavalry unit moved into
Dakota Territory and George Armstrong Custer and the Seventh
Cavalry arrived at Yankton, moving closer to immortality. '"^
13. Ibid., pp. 15-23.
14. Ibid., pp. 24-25.
15. Ibid.. p. 114.
16. Miles, Personal Recollections, p. 193.
17. Lawrence A. Frost, TTie Custer Album: A Pictorial Biography of General
George A. Custer (Seattle: Superior, 1964), p. 108.
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An Indian winter camp

General Sheridan knew that he would eventually have to
send troops into the Black Hills. He wanted to have some
knowledge of the terrain, so he ordered Custer and the Seventh
to reconnoiter the area. This was not simply a military mission:
Custer's expedition of 1874 had as part of its retinue an
engineer, a geologist, a paleontologist, a zoologist, a stereoscopic photographer, and two miners. Horatio N. Ross, one of
the miners, confirmed the rumors of gold being in great
quantity in the Black Hüls, rumors that had been growing since
1864. Custer's letter of 15 August 1874 announced the find to
the world. The French Creek suburbs area of Custer City is the
approximate site of the first discovery of gold by the
Seventh.'^
The Sioux nation was noticeably lacking in enthusiasm
about the new strike. By 1875 the Black Hills were overrun
with miners, '^ and in that year, another large army expedition
18. Ibid., pp. 129, 132-33.
19. tAäes, Personal Recollections, p . 193.
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entered the Blaek Hills. Its primary purpose was to check on the
value of the area as a mining district-not a military task in the
aecepted sense of the phrase. And, only if the area showed such
promise was the expedition to seek out the best wagon trails
and sites t~or future forts. ^^
In September 1875, a commission arrived from Washington
to attempt to open up the Black Hills by signing a new treaty
with the Sioux. However, the Indians were aware of the value of
the gold finds and demanded proper compensation. The price
the commission offered the Sioux was unacceptable and no
agreement was reached. Only the firm stand of the friendly
Indians present prevented an immediate massacre.^'
The Achilles heel of the Plains Indian was winter weather;
gone was his spring and summer mobility-now he was tied to
his lodge. His horses were half-starved and not up to campaigning.^^ The prime advantage the army enjoyed over the Indians
was its ability to fight in the winter.^^ Being aware of this, the
Interior Department decided to move the Sioux to reservations
in 1876. A major impetus behind this was to cut down the
mobility of the Indians since it was too expensive to be
constantly chasing them. Not having to constantly chase the
Sioux, the army might be able to arrest trespassers on the Sioux
lands and help keep the miners out of their territory.^-^ As
quickly as the army arrested the miners, however, the civilian
courts released them. It was this practice that soon filled the
Black Hills with a score of mining towns. ^^ Thus, in an attempt
to keep tensions in the area down, the Interior Department
ordered all Indians on unceded territory to come into the
20. John G. Bourke, On the Border with Crook (Chicago: Rio Grande Press
1891), p. 243.
2t. Schmitt and Brown, Fitting Indians of the West, p. 115.
22. William H. Leckie, The Military Conquest of the Southern Ptafns (Norman:
university ofOklahoma Press, 1963), p. 88.
23. Weigiey,//í"jíorv of the United States Army, p. 269.
24. Tebbel,/ni/iß« Wars, p. 238.
25. WeUman, The Indian Wars, pp. 124-25.
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reservations by 31 January 1876 or be considered hostiles. The
winter was so severe that even the troopers quit campaigning.
When no one came in. the army was ordered out after them.^**
General George Crook was given the job. He more than any
other commander in the Indian wars was "persistently, savagely,
and cruelly hounded by jealous opposition." Part of this was
because he saw the Indians as human beings with their own
peculiar institutions and felt that many whites had forgotten
this fact." On 17 March 1876 a force under General Reynolds
hit the combined lodges of the Oglala Sioux and the Cheyenne.
It was not a complete surprise but enough of one that the
cavalry soon had control of the village. Instead of killing the
Indians, they commenced to systematically bum all the lodges,
robes, and meat they could find. They also drove off the pony
herd. This type of warfare made it plain to the Sioux that they
would again have to make a determined stand.^^ They knew all
the treaties with the whites were worthless and that their rights
were not being protected.^^ Invariably, treaties were made by
easterners who were not only ignorant of local conditions in the
West but also disdainful of seeking or receiving guidance from
the qualified and competent military commanders in the
Dakotas. Washington had learned only that the best time to
make treaties was in the fall. The army called the practice
"Feed 'em in the winter, fight 'em in the summer." Over six
million dollars was spent by Washington to feed the Dakota
Sioux from 1868 to 1875.^^
Although the year 1876 had started out in fine fashion for
the army, it was to be the year of the Sioux. Before the snow
26. Ibid., pp. 127-29; Schmitt and Brown, Fighting Indians of the West,
pp. 115-16.
27. Charles F. Lummis, General Crook and the Apache Wars (Flagstaff, Ariz.:
Northland Press, 1960), pp. 11-14.
28. Weilman, The Indian War^, pp. 130-31; Schmitt and Brown, Fighting Indians
of the West, pp. 115-18.
29. Stephen Longstreet, War Cries on Horseback {Garden City, N.Y.; Doubleday &
Co., 1970), pp. 204-14.
30. Whitman, The Troopers, p. 13.
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Lieutenant Colonet G. A. Custer in 1876 shortly before his last campaign.

fell again they would enjoy their greatest victories. In April a
great council was held at Chalk Buttes on the Tongue River. As
they moved to the Rosebud country, more and more warriors
joined the lodges. Never before had the warriors gathered in
such numbers. Two of the major leaders were Sitting Bull and
Crazy Horse. Sitting Bull, the Hunkpapa chief, was a natural
bom fighter, a great organizer, and a good poiitician. His
greatest contribution was keeping the Sioux together and ready
to fight. Crazy Horse was a premier warrior among the best
warriors in the world, and he combined most of his people's
virtues in his character. All the great Indian fighters—Crook,
Miles, Terry, Bourke—gave him ungrudging admiration.^'
During the spring of 1876 ample evidence indicated that the
31. WeUman, The Indian Wars, pp. 126-29.

'
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Indians were going to be ugly. Attacks upon wagon trains
became daily affairs. The army tried to give security to the
Black Hills road by setting up a series of armed camps between
Fort Laramie and Custer City. Two companies of cavalry
patrolled the road from the Buffalo Gap and the North
Platte.3=
The summer of 1876 opened with two major Indian
victories within ten days-one over Crook on the Rosebud and
the other over Custer on the Little Big Horn. On 1 6 June 1 876,
Crook met the main body of the Sioux on the banks of the
Rosebud at Dead Canyon. The warriors had learned from their
earlier encounters with the cavalry and kept the detachments of
soldiers apart. By evening, fifty-seven soldiers had been killed or
wounded, and only eighteen warriors were hurt. The column
was saved by the Indian scouts. In the early hours of the
fighting the Shoshone and Crow scouts had not distinguished
themselves because they disliked fighting the white man's way.
But in the retreat their army commander. Captain Henry, was
shot and toppled from his horse. To the Indian warrior, there
are two ways to distinguish yourself in battle; count coup or
rescue a wounded or dead companion. The opposing forces of
warriors rushed towards Henry's body-the Sioux to count
coup, the scouts to rescue him. It was the fiercest melee of the
fight, and it so occupied the Sioux that more troops were able
to come up and reheve the pressure enough so that the retreat
could be conducted safely. Crook retired to his wagon train on
the Tongue River and did not hunt the Sioux until he had many
more men.^^
Unknown to Crook, Generals Terry and Gibbon and their
men had joined up with the Seventh Cavalry on 21 June 1876
at the junction of the Powder and Yellowstone rivers. Major
Reno in a scouting foray found the big trail of the main Indian
camp as it moved towards the Little Big Horn. Terry divided his
forces. He would take Gibbon's infantry to the Big Horn and
then join Custer at the Little Big Horn on 26 June 1876. To the
32. Bourke, On the Border with Crook, pp. 283-84.
33. Wellman, The Indian Wars, pp. 133-37; Schmitt and Brown, Fitting Indians
of the West, pp. 138-39.

Copyright © 1971 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

14

South Dakota History

Seventh Cavalry went the position of honor—the advance. They
were to follow the trail of the Indians. While their orders
seemed to imply Custer had to wait for Gibbon's column,
Terry's verbal instructions gave Custer a bit of leeway—"Use
your own judgment and do what you think best if you strike
the trail." By 23 June 1876, Custer had found the main Indian
trail. At dawn on the twenty-fifth of June, Custer crossed the
divide into the Little Big Horn. He left one troop with the pack
train and took five troops northward; Benteen and three troops
went to circle the southern end of the valley; and Reno took
three troops and the Indian scouts for his ride up the valley.
While many have criticized Custer's tactical move here, the
maneuver of splitting your forces and trying to encircle bands
of hostiles was common cavalry practice.^"^
In the valley of the Little Big Horn, five great circles of
lodges were strung for three miles along the west bank of the
river. Four were Sioux lodges-Hunkpapas, Oglalas, Miniconjous, and Sans Arcs. The other was the mighty Cheyenne lodges.
On the morning of the twenty-fifth while the warriors went
about their normal business, a cloud of dust was seen and
soldiers came right into camp, just as Sitting Bui! had
prophesized. The warriors quickly swarmed around Reno's
column. Fierce gunfire burst from a thousand guns, and
twenty-nine troopers were killed and many wounded. Reno was
forced to fall back to the river and then into a disorganized,
scrambling retreat across it. Fifty percent of his command was
gone. Abruptly, the Indians wheeled north; more soldiers were
approaching their village. Custer had made his circuit and was
nearing the village. If it had not been for four Cheyenne
warriors he might have entered the village unnoticed and
wreaked havoc. But when the Cheyenne opened fire, Custer
stopped his troops—once again correct tactical procedure when
you are being fired on from ambush. This short hesitation
sealed the doom of his command. The major force of warriors
arrived on the scene, and in a fight that, according to one of the
victors, "didn't last long enough to light a pipe," 206 men died.
34. Wellman, The Indian Wars, pp. 138-40; Schmitt and Brown, Fighting Indians
of the West, pp. 139-40.
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A Cheyenne warrior in full war costume

Unable to complete the battle by wiping out the combined
forces of Benteen and Reno, the Indians left the valley on the
twenty-sixth. Behind them were the 266 dead and 54 wounded
of one of the proudest combat units in the world-the Seventh
United States Cavalry.^^ Custer's death did not accomplish,
however, the réévaluation of the Indian situation, the withdrawal of the army from Dakota Territory, or the retum of the
sacred hunting grounds of the Sioux—the Black Hills. ^^
35. Weilman, The Indian Wars, pp. 138-49; Schmitt and Brown, Fighting Indians
of the (Vesi, pp. i40-*l.
36, Longstreet, War Cries on Horseback, p. 235.
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The defeat of the Seventh Cavalry was the last major Indian
victory in the Dakotas. The army would hound them through
the summer and winter of 1876-77, and Sitting Bull was forced
to take refuge in Canada. Crook and Miles led their troops on
hard marches, sparing neither man nor beast in their relentless
pursuit of the Sioux and the Cheyenne. In an epic march from
23 August 1876 until 9 September 1876, General Crook and his
column searched for the Sioux. The weather was miserable:
rain, a freak bhzzard. high winds-a typical late Dakota summer.
On the ninth of September, Crook's men finally caught up with
some of the Sioux, and their lodges and herds were quickly
taken. Many of the captured items showed that the occupants
had been at the Little Big Horn. In control of the Sioux's camp,
their women and children and horses, Crook was able to
persuade the warriors to surrender. Not stopping to savor the
victory. Crook pushed the column toward Deadwood. He
wanted to give protection to the town and the mining
settlements in the area. For twenty-two days, with the most
severe weather possible, across extremely hazardous terrain,
with almost no supplies, and with hostile braves all about,
Crook's column raced to reach the area of Deadwood and the
Black Hills. By mid-September, the mission was accomplished.
The presence of Crook's men stopped the daily, small but
steady losses of the miners in the area-400 of whom had died
that summer of 1876.^'^
The winter campaign of 1876-77 in Dakota broke the will
of the Sioux and the Cheyenne to resist. The army moved out
in force in late November with their major ally-old man
winter-providing severe weather. The Cheyenne had made their
camp in the Powder River Valley in Crazy Woman Fork
Canyon. They knew MacKenzie's cavalry was coming, but Lost
Bull insisted they stay and fight. At dawn on 25 November
1876, the cavalry attacked. While the Cheyenne were able to
leave the camp, the troopers did burn over 205 lodges and
capture 705 ponies. The Cheyenne were without supplies and
shelter. In desperation they killed horses and slit open the
37. Wellman, 7?!^ Indian Wars, pp. 155-56; Bourke. On the Border with Crook,
pp. 362-80; Schmitt and ^lown. Fighting Indians of the West, pp. 165-69.
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bellies so that the old men. women, and children could keep
their feet warm: what really decimated the Cheyenne was the
cold.-'S
The destruction of the Cheyenne village had great repercussions. Their defeat by the army was discouraging to the Plains
Indians. Ten years of fighting had not forced them to surrender,
but one week of ruthless cold broke their spirit. Moreover, their
reception by Crazy Horse, whom they went to for aid, upset the
Cheyenne. They considered his treatment of them heartless.
Cheyenne warriors began to surrender and join the army to help
wipe out Crazy Horse and avenge the "insult." The reservation
Sioux took alarm; they sensed that all the nations the Sioux had
lorded over during their heyday would now seek revenge.
Spotted Tail and Red Cioud used their influence to get Crazy
Horse to come to the reservation. This coupled with the
language spoken by General Mile's howitzer convinced Crazy
Horse to come in. The army even supplied the necessities of life
so that Crazy Horse and his lodges could safely travel to the
reservation.^^
On 6 May 1877 Crazy Horse approached Camp Robinson,
located in the extreme northwest corner of Nebraska by the
Wyoming and Dakota borders. At the front of the two-mile
march were the agency Indians. The movement was quiet until
the 300 warriors began the peace chant; soon, the other 1100
members of Crazy Horse's group were singing. This was a
victory march, not a surrender. During 1 877 over four thousand
Indians surrendered at the Red Cloud and Spotted Tail agencies.
The army and their Indian aUies had convinced the Sioux that
resistance was futile.'**'
The end of the major battles in Dakota was seen by 1877.
but two events were still to take place that would influence the
future of the territory. The army could never forget the
leadership of Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse at the Little Big
38. Bourke, On the Border with Crook, pp. 388-94; WeUman, The Indian Wars
pp. 157-60.
39. Bourke, On the Border with Crook, pp. 394^09; WeUman, The Indian Wars
pp. 160-62.
I

40.Bourke,On the Border with Crook, pp. 412-17. '

Copyright © 1971 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

18

South Dakota History

Horn. Because Crazy Horse was one of the greatest soldiers of
his day, he could never be a friend of the whites-his nature was
too bold and warlike.'*' Crazy Horse was restless. He could not
stand life on the white man's island, where the soldiers and
Indian scouts treated him as a prisoner. In September 1877
Crazy Horse went to the Spotted Tail Agency. Fearful that he
would take his people and go join Sitting Bull in Canada, the
whites tried to arrest and jail him at Camp Robinson. But, he
would not go to jail; perhaps he had heard how prison had
caused the great Kiowa chief White Bear to commit suicide. In
the fight that ensued, Crazy Horse was stabbed to death while
one of his chiefs held him. This chief. Little Big Man, was the
same one who in 1875 had agitated for the extermination of all
whites in Dakota Territory."^ As the grave of Custer had
marked the high tide of the Sioux nation, Crazy Horse's
grave-a plain fence of pine slabs-marked its ebb.'*^
From May 1877 until July 1881, Sitting Bull lived
peacefully in Canada. Although he caused no trouble, both the
American and Canadian governments were uneasy. Finally, the
Canadians persuaded Sitting Bull to return to the United States.
For two years after his retum. Sitting Bull was a prisoner. In
1883 he was permitted to go to the Standing Rock Agency,
where he lived quietly for six years as the undisputed leader of
his tribe.'•^
In the late 1880s the Dakota Sioux lived listlessly on the
reservation while the government doled out food and clothing.
Gone were the ways of the warriors; nothing remained. Tribal
ceremonies became rituals without meaning. It was a time of
despair. But in the winter of 1889, for the first time in years,
the Sioux looked to the future-not that the Indian agents
treated them any better. The Indians of the West had a new
religion, a religion of hope, a vision of returning to past glories,
free of the white man. The Ghost Dance had quite a bit of
41. Ibid.. p. 423.
42. Schmitt and Brown, Fighting Indians of the West, pp. 67,169, 130.
43. Bourke, On the Border with Crook, p. 423.
44. Wellman, The Indian Wars, pp. 227-28.
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Christianity in it, especially the doctrine of salvation. The
Messiah had tried to save the whites; when they refused
salvation he turned to his red children. Not only was the
Messiah going to reject the whites, but he was intent on
destroying them. All who beheved in him would wear a special
shirt and practice the Ghost Dance as often and as long as they
could. This religious experience was similar to the scores of
religious awakenings throughout the nineteenth century among
whites. In the eyes of the whites, however, the adherence of the
Sioux to these mysterious and dangerous beliefs was cause for
alarm. In the spring of 1890, the greatest of all Sioux, Sitting
BulK finally joined the Ghost Dancers. This action, coupled
with the memories of thirty years of warfare, increased the
tensions in the Dakotas."*^
General Miles and Agent McLaughlin decided the best way
to defuse the situation would be to arrest Sitting Bull. But
McLaughlin insisted that no action be taken until winter
weather set in. On 12 December 1890, Sitting Bull requested a
45. Schmitt and Brown, Fighting Indians of the West, pp. 339-Í4: WeUman The
Indian Wars, pp. 229-32.
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pass to go from the Standing Rock Agency to the Pine Ridge.
Very few renegade Sioux bothered to ask for a pass to leave the
reservation, but General Miles and Mr. McLauglihn beheved
Sitting Bull was going to join the outlaw Sioux. They ordered
his arrest. In an attempt to avert trouble, McLaughlin had the
Indian Police arrest him. But Sitting Bull refused to leave the
reservation. His warriors opened up on the Indian Police, who
immediately killed him—the second great leader of the Sioux to
die by the hands of his people. The only thing that saved the
Indian Police from slaughter was the arrival of troopers. Six
Indian Pohce, Sitting Bull, his son Crowfoot, and seven Sioux
warriors were dead."*^
Sitting Bull's death caused many of his followers to flee and
try to join Big Foot's band. Short Bull and Kicking Bear, leaders
in the Ghost Dance religion, each led a group of warriors to the
Badlands. While the whole Sioux nation was tense, many Sioux,
curiously, retumed to the reservations. Wild rumors of Indians
on the warpath alarmed the West. From cavalry posts all over
the Great Plains the army began moving men to the Badlands.
On 28 December 1890, Major Whiteside of the Seventh Cavalry
found Big Foot's band at Wounded Knee Creek. When he
demanded their surrender, they replied "We surrender. We
would have done it before if we had known where to find
On 29 December 1890. Colonel J.W. Forsyth, Commander,
Seventh United States Cavalry, formed his 500 men around the
camp and trained four Hotchkiss guns on the Sioux. While the
Sioux were being disarmed, the troopers became impatient at
the slow pace. Irritated, they ripped up the lodges as they
searched for weapons. Angrily, the Sioux began to complain.
Suddenly, Yellow Bull cried that the Ghost shirts were bullet
proof. A shot rang out. For fourteen years the Seventh Cavalry
had wanted to avenge Custer's defeat. They opened fire with a
vengeance. The warriors were quickly killed or wounded; the
46. Schmitt and Brown. Fighting Indians of the West, p. 347; WeUman, The Indian
, pp. 233-235.
47. Schmitt and Bïovm, Fighting Indians of the West, pp. 348-51; WeUman, The
Indian Wars, p. 236.
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troops then took out after the fleeing women and children. The
men of the Seventh claimed that they avenged Custer at
Wounded Knee. They ignored the fact that Custer and his men
had been armed and looking for a fight. The Sioux at Wounded
Knee were trying to surrender.'**'
Thirty years of continuai warfare had ended. The Sioux
were restricted, and forgotten, on their reservations. The army,
its pacification role over, was discarded and forgotten. But what
should not be forgotten is the spirit in which the two
adversaries fought. When considered in the context of the times
and the cultures involved, the Sioux and the army fought
bloody, brutal, and bitter -but heroic—battles.
48. WeUman, The Indian Wars, pp. 237-38.
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