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Reasonable Doubt

The Trial and Hanging of Two Sticks

P H I L I P  S .  H A L L

Something disturbed the horses in Philip Wells’s corral on the night 
of 2 February 1893. Seeing nothing unusual when he checked on them, 
Wells threw the horses a pitchfork of hay and paused to study the night 
sky. Suddenly, a sharp crack pierced the stillness. It sounded like the 
discharging of a gun; or was it merely the cracking of ice on White Clay 
Creek? Back in the house, Wells barred the door and slipped into bed. 
He was nearly asleep when a demanding knock at the door jolted him 
awake. In rushed Peter Richard, who informed Wells that men from 
Two Sticks’s band of Lakota, or Sioux, Indians had just killed four cow-
boys. Concerned for the safety of his family, Richard had brought them 
to the Wells house. The next day, No Water, whose band of Oglala Lako-
tas was camped nearby, sent several men to guard the Wells and Rich-
ards families so that “the Fox,” as the Indians called Wells, could investi-
gate the crime scene. Wells was qualified for the job. One-fourth Santee 
Sioux, he spoke fluent Lakota and was the boss farmer for the White 
Clay District of the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, giving him supervi-
sion over No Water’s camp, where Two Sticks and his band lived.1

 Over the next days and weeks, newspaper accounts about the mur-
ders would add to the tense atmosphere that lingered across South 
Dakota in the wake of the Ghost Dance troubles of 1890, which had 
culminated in the Wounded Knee massacre. Often conflicting and er-
roneous, these stories demonstrate the extent to which non-Indians 
still feared another “uprising” and bring into question whether those 
accused in the cowboys’ murders could receive a fair trial. In fact, news-
paper accounts show that Two Sticks and his alleged accomplices were 

 1. Philip F. Wells, “Ninety-six Years among the Indians of the  Northwest— Adventures 
and Reminiscences of an Indian Scout and Interpreter in the Dakotas,” North Dakota 
History 15 (1948): 85, 308–9.
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 2. For comprehensive accounts of the Ghost Dance and events surrounding the 
Wounded Knee massacre, see James Mooney, “The Ghost Dance Religion and the Sioux 
Outbreak of 1890,” in Fourteenth Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology to the Secretary 
of the Smithsonian Institution, 1892–93, Part 2 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 
Office, 1896), pp. 816–86, and Robert M. Utley, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation (New 
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1963). Mooney’s account has been reprinted as The 
Ghost Dance (North Dighton, Mass.: JG Press, 1996). 

judged guilty from the start. In the end, a Deadwood jury concurred 
with public opinion, and Two Sticks was hanged for the crimes.
 Most of those in No Water’s camp had been ardent Ghost Dancers 
during the summer and fall of 1890; three years later, they were still 
regarded as malcontents. Among the causes of the unrest in 1890 had 
been the breakup of the Great Sioux Reservation into five smaller res-
ervations and the failure of Congress to allocate funds for adequate 
rations. Hungry and demoralized, the Lakotas had turned to the Ghost 
Dance religion, which promised to bring back the buffalo, make white 
people disappear, and restore their old way of life. Instead, military 
troops under the command of General John R. Brooke arrived to pro-
tect the area’s anxious white residents. Members of No Water’s camp 
were among the so-called “hostiles” from the Pine Ridge and Rosebud 
reservations who gathered in 1890 on Stronghold Table in the Bad-
lands to dance and await the coming messiah.2

 In December of 1890, nearly one-half of all United States Army in-
fantry and cavalry were in the vicinity when a council of “friendly” 
Lakotas finally persuaded those still occupying the Stronghold to 
surrender. On the morning of 28 December, the hostiles abandoned 
the Stronghold and headed south toward Pine Ridge Agency. It was 
surmised that they intended to surrender. That evening, they pitched 
their tents outside the gate to the Drexel Mission, only five miles away 
from the agency. 
 Meanwhile, other aspects of the so-called Sioux Uprising of 1890 
were moving toward a disastrous conclusion. When Big Foot’s band 
of Miniconjou Sioux learned that Sitting Bull had been shot and killed 
by the Indian police, they fled south from their home on the Chey-
enne River Indian Reservation. Presumably, they intended to join the 
hostiles on the Stronghold. However, Major Samuel M. Whitside in-
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 3. Utley, Last Days, p. 78; Chadron Citizen, 9 Feb. 1893.

tercepted Big Foot’s band late on the afternoon of 28 December and 
escorted them as far as Wounded Knee Creek. On the morning of 29 
December, soldiers of the Seventh Cavalry started to disarm the Mini-
conjous. A gun, probably fired by accident, discharged. Pandemonium 
erupted, and what came to be known as the Wounded Knee massacre 
ensued.
 Hearing the boom of Hotchkiss guns and fearing the worst, some 
four thousand Indians encamped at the agency fled down White Clay 
Creek, where they joined the hostiles from the Stronghold. The com-
bined group raced down the creek but stopped at No Water’s former 
village when their lead scouts reported that soldiers had taken up de-
fensive positions on the west bank of the White River, thereby block-
ing their retreat into the Badlands. The army daily tightened its ring 
around the Indians. The large encampment soon ran short of food. 
Small groups slipped away and traveled back to the agency. On 8 Janu-
ary 1891, the influential Young Man Afraid of His Horses returned from 
a lengthy hunting trip in Wyoming and immediately went to No Wa-
ter’s camp to counsel with the remaining hostiles. One week later, they 
surrendered at the Pine Ridge Agency.
 Most of the Indians went back to their permanent villages scat-
tered across the Pine Ridge reservation. No Water and his band of two 
hundred people returned to their village near the confluence of White 
Clay Creek and the White River. Joining them was a band of Brulé La-
kotas, one of several bands relocated when the boundary between the 
Pine Ridge and Rosebud reservations was redrawn in the wake of the 
Sioux Agreement of 1889. No Water’s camp became the new home for 
the Broken Arrow band, consisting of about forty Brulés from Rosebud 
under the leadership of Cha Nopa Uhah, or Two Sticks.3 
 On the morning of 3 February 1893, Philip Wells visited the scene 
of the cowboys’ murders, located one-half mile from No Water’s camp 
and an equal distance from Philip Wells’s place. Wells was accompa-
nied by Peter Richard; Eagle Louse, an Indian from No Water’s camp; 
and Wells’s brother Orman Wells, the agency interpreter at Fort Yates, 
North Dakota, who was visiting. The crimes had taken place at Hum-
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phrey’s cattle camp, a well-outfitted dugout with an accompanying 
horse stable and several sets of corrals. Situated twenty miles north-
west of the Pine Ridge Agency and about twenty-five miles from the 
Cheyenne River, which marked the northwest edge of the Pine Ridge 
reservation, it was the approximate halfway point between the rang-
es of the beef contractor and the agency. Wealthy businessmen Isaac 
(“Ike”) Humphrey and Ed Stenger had the lucrative contract to sup-
ply beef to the Indians on the Pine Ridge reservation. Upon receiving 
an order for beef from the Indian agent, their cowboys drove the cattle 
to the camp and held them there until arrangements were finalized for 
bringing the animals, often only twenty head at a time, into the agency 
for slaughter and distribution.4

 Inside the dugout, Philip Wells found four white males: Rodney 
Royce, E. M. Bennett, James Bacon, and William Kelly.5 The newspa-
pers painted the scene in horrific words, reporting that the men had 
died from gunshot wounds. Another account stated that three of the 
men had been killed in their sleep by blows to the head. The fourth, 
Royce, was found with his hand covering his forehead, as if to ward off 
a blow. A bullet hole pierced both his hand and his forehead, possibly 
a result of the shot Wells had heard the previous night.6 
 Royce and Bennett worked for Humphrey and Stenger and had 
been stationed at the camp to look after the partners’ cattle await-
ing delivery to the agency. James Bacon and William Kelly were mere 
youths, aged sixteen and fifteen, respectively. Their families had home-
steads along Craven Creek, four miles south of the Pine Ridge Agency. 

 4. Wells, “Ninety-six Years among the Indians,” pp. 308–9; Sioux Falls Evening Argus- 
Leader, 6 Feb. 1893; Black Hills Daily Times, 8 Feb. 1893; Bob Lee and Dick Williams, 
Last Grass Frontier: The South Dakota Stock Grower Heritage (Rapid City: South Dakota 
Stock Growers Association, 1964), p. 184; Bert L. Hall, comp., Roundup Years: Old Mud-
dy to Black Hills, Centennial ed. (Winner, S.Dak.: Western South Dakota Buck-a-roos, 
2000), p. 498. Because of its location, Humphrey’s cattle camp was also known among 
area residents as the “Half-Way Camp.” 
 5. Early newspaper accounts mistakenly identified cowboys Ed Calkins and Charles 
Hathaway as among the casualties and fingered the prominent Lakota leader Two 
Strike as the murderer. See Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 4 Feb. 1893; Sioux Falls Evening Ar-
gus-Leader, 6 Feb. 1893. 
 6. Interview with Charley Edgerton, Jr., rural Hermosa, S.Dak., 28 June 1980. Edger-
ton was a son of one of the cowboys who later visited the murder scene.
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Taking advantage of the warm day, the two boys had ventured onto 
the reservation in search of missing horses belonging to James Bacon’s 
uncle, E. E. Farber. It was late in the afternoon on 2 February when the 
boys stopped at the Humphrey camp. In the spirit of cowboy hospital-
ity, Royce and Bennett invited them in for supper and to stay for the 
night.7

 Outside the dugout, Wells saw four sets of tracks in the fresh snow 
and followed the footprints for a half mile, trailing them back to their 
lodges. Based on the evidence, he determined that the cowboys had 
been killed by four  Indians— all members of Two Sticks’s Broken Ar-

Beef rations were instituted to compensate the Lakotas for lost hunting opportunities 
as they were confined to reservations. Humphrey’s camp was a transit point for cattle 
deliveries to the Pine Ridge Agency, where these women lined up to receive their beef 
rations.  

 7. Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 8 Feb. 1893; Dawes County Journal (Chadron, Nebr.), 10 
Feb. 1893. 
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 8. Wells, “Ninety-six years among the Indians,” p. 309.
 9. Sioux Falls Evening Argus-Leader, 8 Feb. 1893; Rapid City Daily Journal, 10 Feb. 1893.
 10. Lee and Williams, Last Grass Frontier, pp. 138, 165–66; Hall, Roundup Years, pp. 
276–79; Sioux Falls Evening Argus-Leader, 8 Feb. 1893; Black Hills Daily Times, 8 Feb. 1893; 
Rapid City Daily Journal, 5, 10 Feb. 1893; Buffalo Gap Republican, 11 Feb. 1893; Dawes 
County Journal, 9 Feb. 1893.

row band. Wells conveyed his findings to his supervisor, Captain Le-
Roy Brown, the acting Indian agent for the Pine Ridge reservation.8

 The motive for the killings sprang from an incident that had hap-
pened a few days earlier. On or about 1 February, the cowboys at Hum-
phrey’s camp reported to Brown that Indians in No Water’s camp had 
killed and butchered a Humphrey cow. In response, Brown ordered 
Sergeant Joe Bush to take a detachment of six Indian policemen to 
No Water’s camp to arrest the thieves.9 Although the exact course of 
events is not known, Sergeant Bush likely did as custom demanded, 
seeking out the man in charge of the camp and making his request for 
the surrender of those responsible. The subsequent course of events 
suggests that the request was not one that No Water could support.
 Each winter, the cattle grazing on the northern plains moved south 
with the prevailing winds. Before long, thousands would be congre-
gated on the Pine Ridge and Rosebud reservations, where they grazed 
all winter on the protein-rich, “unused” grass. When winter abated, 
cattlemen from three states met at the Harney Hotel in Rapid City to 
plan the spring roundup. Like a well-organized army, cowboys fanned 
out across both reservations, gathering up their stock. While the cattle-
men grew rich from the free grazing, the Indians struggled to survive 
on notoriously insufficient and poor-quality rations. No Water likely 
scoffed at Sergeant Bush’s demand to turn over an Indian because he 
had killed a white man’s cow to feed his hungry family. As the Indian 
police left No Water’s camp, a man named Hollow Wood underscored 
the point by firing several shots over the policemen’s heads. That eve-
ning, members of Two Sticks’s Broken Arrow band talked about get-
ting revenge on the cowboys who had tried to have one of them ar-
rested. They reportedly painted their faces and performed the Ghost 
Dance until they danced themselves into a frenzy that culminated in 
the murders of the four white men.10
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Loose regulations meant that cattle owned by non-Indians frequently grazed on reser-
vation land, generating resentment among the Indians who lived there. In this photo-
graph, cowboys round up cattle that have wintered on the Pine Ridge reservation.

 As Philip Wells was investigating the crime scene, an Indian in-
formed Frank Galigo, a mixed-blood, of the murders at Humphrey’s 
camp. Galigo immediately rode northwest to the ranch headquarters, 
where he gave the foreman, Charles Swartz, the tragic news. Swartz 
sent a rider into Hermosa to inform Ed Stenger of the killings. Despite 
the late hour, Stenger and a group of heavily armed cowboys struck 
out for the murder site. Around midnight, they cautiously entered 
the dugout at the camp, where the flickering light of their matches 
revealed the four bodies.11

 That same day, 3 February, Young Man Afraid of His Horses and 
He Dog, a relative of the Oglala leader Red Cloud, sought out Cap-
tain Brown. They warned him that if the Indian police went to No Wa-
ter’s camp to arrest the murder suspects, there would be a fight. Blood 
would be shed, and the agent would lose his ability to keep matters 
under control. As in 1890, soldiers might be sent to the reservation and 

 11. Buffalo Gap Republican, 11 Feb. 1893.
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 12. Sioux Falls Evening Argus-Leader, 6, 8 Feb. 1893.
 13. Custer Weekly Chronicle, 11 Feb. 1893; Black Hills Weekly Times, 11 Feb. 1893; Rapid 
City Journal, 8 Feb. 1893.

panic would spread across the entire region. Wanting to avoid another 
Wounded Knee, Young Man Afraid of His Horses and He Dog volun-
teered to go to No Water’s camp and bring in the wanted men peace-
ably.12

 Brown declined their offer and instead sent Sergeant Joe Bush and a 
squad of twenty-five Indian policemen to make the arrests. The party 
left the agency early on the morning of 4 February, riding northwest 
down the White Clay Creek Road toward Humphrey’s camp, where 
they intended to collect the bodies of the four dead white men. Upon 
reaching the camp, Bush and his policemen encountered Stenger and 
his cowboys, who refused to give the bodies up, stating instead that 
they would take them to Hermosa. There, Stenger promised to put the 
bodies of the two teenagers onto the train and provide a man to ac-
company them to Chadron, where they would be delivered into the 
hands of the boys’ parents.13

 The Indian police proceeded on to No Water’s camp. They arrived 
to find the four murder suspects loading their possessions into a wagon 
and preparing to flee. Two Sticks’s followers immediately opened fire, 

Indian policemen from the Pine Ridge Agency met with little success in taking the 
murder suspects into custody. The force is pictured here with its officers, including Joe 
Bush, who led the police to No Water’s camp. 
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and the Indian police shot back. A bullet ripped through Two Sticks’s 
chest. Seeing his father fall, First Eagle charged the policemen. He was 
shot dead. White Face Horse broke for the timber. A bullet struck him, 
and he fell into a clump of heavy brush. Other men in No Water’s camp 
grabbed guns and started shooting at the Indian police, who prudently 
withdrew. Sergeant Bush and his men returned to the agency with no 
prisoners.14 The most positive picture they could paint was that First 
Eagle, one of the murder suspects, was dead; a second wanted man, 
White Face Horse, was seriously, if not mortally, wounded; and Two 
Sticks was probably dead. The information did little to mitigate a 
harsh reality. In fact, the Indian police were unable to enforce the law 
on the reservation, exactly as Young Man Afraid of His Horses and He 
Dog had predicted. 
 Captain Brown had a crisis on his hands. In an attempt to prevent 
news of the incident from spreading widely, Brown immediately cen-
sored all telegrams sent from the agency. He also notified his superi-
ors in the United States War Department about the precarious state 
of affairs. In response, the army was directed to use whatever force 
was necessary to restore order on the Pine Ridge reservation. Cavalry 
troops at Fort Meade were ordered to prepare for immediate deploy-
ment. When called upon, the troopers were to board their horses and 
equipment onto the Fremont, Elkhorn & Missouri Valley Railroad at 
Sturgis. Within five hours they would off-load at Rushville, Nebraska, 
twenty miles below the reservation border. The Ninth Cavalry at Fort 
Robinson, forty-five miles to the south of the Pine Ridge, was also put 
on alert.15

 Despite Brown’s efforts to contain the situation, rumors spread. The 
publishers of many area newspapers intentionally fanned the flames of 
panic by publishing hearsay, no matter how implausible. “Wild rumors 
of another outbreak of the Pine Ridge agency Indians, and of a whole-
sale massacre of cattlemen and ranchers, struck terror to the hearts of 
the citizens of Southwestern Dakota last Saturday and Sunday,” the 

 14. Sioux Falls Evening Argus-Leader, 6 Feb. 1893; Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 25, 31 Oct. 
1894.
 15. Sioux Falls Evening Argus-Leader, 8, 10 Feb. 1893; Black Hills Daily Times, 5 Feb. 1893; 
Custer Weekly Chronicle, 11 Feb. 1893.
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Custer Weekly Chronicle reported on 11 February.16 A reservation em-
ployee covertly told the Sioux Falls Evening Argus-Leader, widely read 
in the eastern part of the state, that “matters on the reservation are in a 
much more serious condition than is indicated by the dispatches” and 
stated that the murders were “the result of ghost dancing, in which 
many of the Indians are engaged.”17

 The army used the telegraph to exchange urgent messages and infor-
mation, which could be heard by every operator along the line, many 
of whom carried the dispatches word for word to newspaper editors. 
As a case in point, settlers were further alarmed when the Argus-Leader 
reported that a special agent Cooper, then stationed in Wisconsin, had 
received a telegram from the War Department ordering him to Yank-
ton, South Dakota, to pick up sealed instructions regarding what he 
was to do about the Sioux Indians who were “ghost dancing.”18

 Once newspaper publishers had planted the seeds of panic, they 
were quick to apply  fertilizer— the proven method for increasing sales. 
The Argus-Leader reported that “settlers are petitioning to have troops 
put on the reservation.”19 William Thornby, a rancher near Buffalo 
Gap, wanted two companies of cavalry from Fort Meade stationed 
at the mouth of Battle Creek. Thornby’s request for troops could not 
be taken lightly. He had come to the Black Hills in 1877 when Indian 
attacks were commonplace. He had also served on the staff of terri-
torial governor Louis K. Church, where he earned the honorary title 
of colonel. Now, in 1893, Thornby was a member of the South Dakota 
State Senate. With such credentials, he was in position to exert the po-
litical pressure needed to get troops posted within a few miles of the 
reservation line. Thornby took his request to South Dakota’s United 
States senator, Richard F. Pettigrew, who, in turn, solicited the War De-
partment. The commanding general of the Department of the Platte 
was directed to investigate. Later that spring, Secretary of War Daniel 

 16. Custer Weekly Chronicle, 11 Feb. 1893.
 17. Sioux Falls Evening Argus-Leader, 8 Feb. 1893.
 18. Ibid., 11 Feb. 1893. The Ghost Dance did, in fact, continue on the Indian reserva-
tions of South Dakota even after Wounded Knee. See Richmond L. Clow, “The Lakota 
Ghost Dance after 1890,” South Dakota History 20 (Winter 1990): 323–33.
 19. Ibid., 8 Feb. 1893.
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Lamont informed Pettigrew that officials had concluded there was no 
need to place troops on Battle Creek.20

 On the morning of 6 February, two days after the firefight with the 
Broken Arrow band, a blizzard with heavy snow, strong winds, and 
subzero temperatures swept across the Great Plains from Canada to 
Oklahoma, stopping all travel. From Captain Brown’s perspective, the 
three-day blizzard could not have come at a better time. During the 
snowstorm, no troops could leave Fort Meade for the Pine Ridge reser-
vation, no settlers could organize home guards, and no citizens could 
solicit Governor Charles H. Sheldon for guns and ammunition to de-
fend themselves. As soon as the blizzard abated, Young Man Afraid of 

Colonel William J. Thornby, 
fearing that the killings at 
Humphrey’s camp would 
spur conflict similar to that 
of 1890, requested that 
troops be deployed to the 
area. After examining the 
situation, the War Depart-
ment refused.

 20. Hermosa Pilot, 31 Mar. 1893; George W. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, and 
George Martin Smith, South Dakota: Its History and Its People (Chicago: S. J. Clarke Pub-
lishing Co., 1915), 4:645–46; Custer Weekly Chronicle, 17 June 1893.
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 23. Sioux Falls Evening Argus-Leader, 10 Feb. 1893.
 24. Black Hills Daily Times, 10, 11 Feb. 1893; Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 10, 11 Feb. 1893.

His Horses and He Dog came into the agency. They had two of the re-
maining murder suspects, Fights With and Two Two, in their custody, 
as well as the latest information from No Water’s camp. White Face 
Horse was seriously wounded, and Two Sticks was expected to die.21

 Brown immediately informed his superiors, who countermanded 
the orders for cavalry troops from Fort Meade.22 To calm the citizenry, 
Brown sent out a long telegram letting newspapers from Deadwood to 
Sioux Falls know that he was in firm control of affairs on Pine Ridge. 
Accordingly, the Argus-Leader informed its readers that “the murderers 
of the four whites at the beef contractors’ ranch at White Clay Creek 
have been brought into the Agency. Everything there is quiet once 
more.”23 Brown, of course, made no mention of the role that Young 
Man Afraid of His Horses and He Dog played in making the arrests, 
preferring the public to assume that he and his Indian police were pro-
viding law and order on the reservation.
 Rather than handing over the two murder suspects to Captain 
Brown, Young Man Afraid of His Horses held Fights With and Two 
Two in his camp at the edge of the agency. Within the week, a squad 
of fourteen Indian policemen came to transport them to Rushville, Ne-
braska, the closest railroad town. There, the alleged murderers would 
be transferred to the custody of United States Marshal Cyrus Fry and 
his deputy, Chris Matthiessen, who would escort the prisoners to the 
Lawrence County Jail in Deadwood. A rumor soon circulated through-
out the Black Hills that when the train carrying Fights With and Two 
Two stopped at Hermosa, vigilantes intended to overwhelm the law-
men and lynch the Indians on the spot. Exercising caution, Marshal 
Fry asked for and received permission from Captain Brown to have 
the Indian policemen help to escort the prisoners all the way to Dead-
wood. There, the prisoners were paraded past a crowd of onlookers to 
the Lawrence County Jail.24

 With the murder suspects either dead, wounded, or in custody, it 
appeared that everything on the Pine Ridge reservation was again un-
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 25. Black Hills Daily Times, 9 Feb. 1893; Black Hills Weekly Times, 11 Feb. 1893; Dead-
wood Daily Pioneer, 24 Mar. 1893; Hermosa Pilot, 31 Mar. 1893.
 26. Hot Springs Star, 19 Dec. 1890.

der control. However, from the start, Two Sticks, as leader of the Bro-
ken Arrow band, had been considered by some to be responsible for 
orchestrating as well as participating in the killing of the four white 
men. The Black Hills Weekly Times had even published what it claimed 
was Two Sticks’s confession within days of the incident. In late March, 
warrants for the arrest of Two Sticks and the other wounded suspect, 
White Face Horse, were placed in the hands of Deputy United States 
Marshal Matthiessen. Knowing that the arrest would be difficult to 
carry out, Matthiessen, who was young and newly appointed, allowed 
John H. Burns, an attorney from Spearfish, to accompany him.25 
 As the lawyer for both Fights With and Two Two, Burns likely 
would have claimed that he knew many of the influential Indians in 
No Water’s camp personally and had their confidence. In truth, Burns 
was an opportunist and an unabashed self-promoter. Over the years, 
the Deadwood Daily Pioneer referred to him variously as Judge Burns, 
Colonel Burns, Commissioner Burns, and every other appellation used 
on the frontier to connote power and influence. During the Ghost 
Dance troubles of 1890, Burns had headed for the Pine Ridge Agency, 
where he presented himself as the correspondent for the Deadwood 
Daily Pioneer. Not content to report the “war,” he took on the role of 
a self-appointed peacemaker. After visiting a couple of “hostile” Indi-
ans, Burns returned to the Black Hills. Aside from having no author-
ity to represent the United States government, he quickly lost what 
little credibility he had with the Indians. “I want to write to you about 
Judge Burns,” an Oglala named Fishing Skunk told the editor of the 
Hot Springs Star. “Burns came down here saying that he loved the In-
dians and he wanted to make peace. But what was the use? We had no 
trouble with Burns . . . only with the government . . . All of his foolish 
talk is no good.”26

 Deputy Marshal Matthiessen and Burns arrived on the Pine Ridge 
reservation on 25 March 1893 with warrants for the arrest of White 
Face Horse and Two Sticks. They promptly went to No Water’s camp, 
where the headman informed them that both men remained gravely ill 
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with bullet wounds. If moved, they would likely die. Moreover, Fights 
With and Two Two were already awaiting trial in the Deadwood jail; 
only when they were returned, the Indians contended, would they turn 
over the two men. Upon learning of No Water’s refusal to cooperate, 
Captain Brown dispatched a detachment of Indian police and ordered 
Burns to leave the reservation because his loose talk was stirring an al-
ready simmering pot. As the Indian police arrived at No Water’s camp, 
shots were fired over their heads. They, too, were unable to secure the 
wanted men. Matthiessen returned to Deadwood empty-handed.27

 The inability of authorities to make the arrests again implied that 
Brown and the Indian police could not control the reservation beyond 
the agency’s immediate vicinity and raised the question of wheth-
er troops were needed to establish control. Once again, Young Man 
Afraid of His Horses and He Dog averted a crisis. A week after the 
failed arrest attempt, they brought Two Sticks into the agency, tak-
ing him directly to the hospital, where the agency physician reported 
that he had been shot through the right shoulder and top of the lung. 
In late April, when Two Sticks appeared to be sufficiently recovered, 
Matthiessen escorted him to the Lawrence County Jail.28

 Young Man Afraid of His Horses also informed Captain Brown that 
White Face Horse had disappeared from No Water’s camp. Before long, 
a rumor circulated that the fugitive had gone into the Badlands and 
committed suicide. On the heels of this rumor, a letter written in Lako-
ta arrived for Fights With at the Lawrence County Jail. Its contents had 
a marked effect on the imprisoned youths. For the next several days, 
both were despondent. At times, they openly cried. When interviewed 
by a newspaper reporter, Fights With stated that the letter from Pine 
Ridge had brought terrible news. White Face Horse’s badly injured leg 
had become gangrenous. Knowing that he would soon die, he had rid-
den into the desolate Badlands and shot himself in the head.29 

 27. Hermosa Pilot, 31 Mar. 1893.
 28. Rapid City Daily Journal, 7 Apr., 1893; U.S., Department of the Interior, Bureau 
of Indian Affairs, Sixty-second Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1893 
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1893), p. 291; Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 
28 Apr. 1893.
 29. Hermosa Pilot, 14 Apr. 1893; Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 7 Apr. 1893. 
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He Dog and Young Man 
Afraid of His Horses used 
their diplomatic skills and 
status as leaders to secure 
the surrender of Two 
Sticks. He Dog is pictured 
here in an 1891 photograph 
by Charles M. Bell.

 In reality, White Face Horse was not dead. After being wounded 
in the shootout with the Indian police, he had mounted a horse and 
ridden two hundred miles north to the Standing Rock Indian Reserva-
tion. There, he was either brought or crawled to the Catholic school 
at the reservation headquarters of Fort Yates. The rifle shot that felled 
White Face Horse had blown away his kneecap, and the post surgeon 
amputated the gangrenous leg. Upon learning his whereabouts, offi-
cials dispatched a deputy United States marshal to Fort Yates with or-
ders to arrest White Face Horse and transport him to Sioux Falls. The 
post doctor, however, refused to allow his patient to be moved, stating 
that it was only a matter of time before the gangrene killed him. De-
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spite the dark prognosis, White Face Horse did not die. The Catholic 
Sisters of Charity attended him throughout the winter of 1893–1894, 
and he made a slow but complete recovery under their care.30

 The trials for the three Indians incarcerated in the Lawrence County 
Jail for the killing of the four white cowboys at Humphrey’s camp were 
slated for the fall of 1893. As the time approached, John Burns com-
plained to the publisher of the Deadwood Daily Pioneer that his Indian 
clients would not get a fair trial in Deadwood “owing to the bitter feel-
ing against the red man” there.31 The rival newspaper in Deadwood, 
the Black Hills Daily Times, vehemently objected to the insinuation 
that the town’s citizens harbored such prejudice. “There is no good 
to result from publishing such misrepresentations which will be cop-
ied by eastern Dakota papers and capital be made out of them,” wrote 
Porter Warner, the Daily Times editor.32 Only days before the federal 
circuit court commenced, however, both newspapers printed inflam-
matory, front-page articles about the “great uneasiness” that numerous 
“renegade Indians” were causing at Pine Ridge. “It is believed that the 
troops will have to be called upon to suppress these Indians,” the Daily 
Times reported.33

 The question as to whether an Indian accused of killing a white 
man could get a fair jury trial in Deadwood was not decided that fall. 
As soon as Judge Alonzo J. Edgerton stepped off the train in Dead-
wood on the afternoon of 23 October 1893, he called for a review of the 
twenty-five cases waiting to be brought before the grand jury. Discov-
ering that the newly appointed United States district attorney, Ezra W. 
Miller, was woefully unprepared to prosecute most of the cases, Edg-
erton postponed them until the next court term. Two Sticks and Two 
Two were both released from jail on the condition that they return to 
Deadwood the following October, turn themselves over to the jailer, 
and be ready to stand trial for murder. Fights With, on the advice of 

 30. Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 5 Sept. 1893; Sioux Falls Evening Argus-Leader, 14 Feb. 
1894.
 31. Quoted in Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 18 Oct. 1893. See also Black Hills Daily Times, 17 
Oct. 1893.
 32. Black Hills Daily Times, 19 Oct. 1893.
 33. Ibid., 22 Oct. 1893. See also Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 22 Oct. 1893.
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his attorneys John Burns and Granville G. Bennett, pled guilty to man-
slaughter. Judge Edgerton sentenced Fights With to three years in the 
state penitentiary in Sioux Falls.34

 The following  fall— the fall of 1894—Judge Edgerton, who was elder-
ly and ailing, was succeeded by Elmer S. Dundy of Omaha, Nebraska. 
When Dundy arrived in Deadwood, he was suffering from a severely 
strained back incurred while bear hunting in the Bighorn Mountains. 
To further his aggravation, Dundy learned that neither Two Sticks nor 
Two Two had reported to the Lawrence County Jail. The judge issued 
a warrant, and the Lawrence County sheriff, J. P. Walter, promptly went 
after the fugitives. Walter did not have to go far. He found Two Sticks 
and Two Two in Hot Springs; they were on their way to Deadwood.35

 Earlier that year, a deputy United States marshal had traveled to Fort 
Yates to take custody of White Face Horse and transport him to Dead-
wood. His case was one of the first Judge Dundy heard that fall. When 
sympathetic Indians raised the money to pay for legal services, Thomas 
Drake, an attorney from Pierre, agreed to represent White Face Horse. 
The trial commenced on the morning of 18 October. Taking testimo-
ny proved slow. Because most of the witnesses were Indians, Alfred 
Coe, the official interpreter for the Pine Ridge Agency, had to translate 
every question into Lakota and then translate the witnesses’ answers 
into English. By 3:30 in the afternoon, little had been accomplished. 
Frustrated at the tedious proceedings, prosecutor Ezra Miller called 
for a recess. He conferred with Drake and then asked that the trial be 
adjourned until the next morning. The adjournment, Miller assured 
Judge Dundy, would expedite the trial. It did. In the morning, White 
Face Horse pled guilty to manslaughter. Judge Dundy sentenced him 
to five years in the state penitentiary.36

 Two Two was the next alleged murderer to be tried that fall. A cous-
in of White Face Horse and a nephew of Two Sticks, he was barely 
seventeen years old at the time of the killings. John Burns and Gran-
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ville Bennett again represented the accused. Miller was prepared to 
prosecute the case, but once again, there was no trial. On his attorneys’ 
advice, Two Two pled guilty to manslaughter, and Judge Dundy sen-
tenced him to three years in the state prison.37

 Two Sticks was the last suspect to be tried for the murders of the 
four white men. Defense attorney William L. McLaughlin let District 
Attorney Miller know that his client was willing to plead guilty to the 
lesser charge of manslaughter, thereby sparing the court the expense 
of a long, arduous trial. Miller refused to accept a plea bargain. In his 
opening argument on 23 October 1894, Miller informed the jury that 
the prosecution would produce witnesses who had heard Two Sticks 
order the four young Indians to kill the four cowboys. Moreover, the 
prosecution promised to produce evidence that Two Sticks was at the 
murder scene. In short, jurors would hear incontrovertible testimony 
that Two Sticks was guilty of murder.38

 The prosecution’s primary witnesses were all Indians from No Wa-
ter’s camp. None could speak English. Due to the need for translating, 
the oral testimony was hard to extract and difficult to follow. It was 
also inconsistent and often self-serving. Eagle Louse was the first Indi-
an to testify, informing the court as to the position of the bodies when 
he, Philip Wells, and others examined the crime scene on the morning 
of 3 February 1893. Comes Crawling was the next to testify. He report-
ed that on the afternoon of 2 February, Two Sticks had stirred up the 
Broken Arrow band by grumbling about getting even with the cow-
boys for having tried to get members of the band arrested for the kill-
ing of the cow belonging to Humphrey and Stenger. Comes Crawling 
also stated that Two Sticks had distributed guns and ammunition to 
some of his young men and boasted that his boys were going to kill the 
cowboys. The prosecution’s third witness was an Indian named Lob. 
He told the court that as soon as he heard there had been an incident 
involving the cowboys at Humphrey’s camp, he went to Two Sticks’s 
tipi to learn more. There, Lob found First Eagle and White Face Horse 
cleaning their guns. Both men admitted to having killed one of the four 
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cowboys. Nothing in either Lob’s testimony or the testimony of the 
other two witnesses placed Two Sticks at the scene of the murders.39

 The next witness for the prosecution was Fat Woman, the wife of 
Fights With and the daughter-in-law of Two Sticks. A reluctant wit-
ness, she often sat silent when the prosecuting attorney asked ques-
tions. In a fit of frustration, Judge Dundy threatened to put her in jail, 
and she began giving short answers. On the night of the murders, Fat 
Woman related, Two Sticks had put on his cartridge belt and started 
up the creek toward the cowboys’ camp. White Face Horse, Two Two, 
First Eagle, and Fights With followed him. White Face Horse had a 
repeating rifle, while the other men carried single-shot rifles. All wore 
Ghost Shirts. Fat Woman testified that Two Sticks came back first, 
leading four horses she had not seen before. Upon entering the tipi, 
Two Sticks told her that they had killed four white men.40

 White Face Horse was the next person to testify. He stated that on 
the evening of the murders, the younger  men— Fights With, Two Two, 
and First  Eagle— told him they were going out to see some girls and 
wanted him to come along. He did not know, he said, that the three 
intended to kill the cowboys until they reached Humphrey’s camp. 
White Face Horse recalled that he could see a light inside of the dug-
out but could not see any men. Two Sticks’s sons, First Eagle and Fights 
With, ran off the cowboys’ horses, and soon thereafter Two Sticks came 
out of a shed near the stable. The three then went into the cabin while 
White Face Horse looked in through the door. White Face Horse told 
the court that he saw Two Sticks point a gun at a man inside and fire. 
More shooting ensued.41

 Two Two testified that on the evening of the killings he had gone 
with First Eagle, Fights With, and White Face Horse up the creek to-
ward the cowboys’ dugout. All three had guns, but he was unarmed. 
They knocked on the door, and the cowboys invited them to sit down 
by the stove. After smoking some cigarettes, Two Two got up to leave. 
Just as he opened the door, he saw First Eagle point his gun and fire 
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three shots. He also saw White Face Horse point his gun. Exiting the 
dugout, Two Two heard another shot but did not see who fired it. He 
also testified that he did not see Two Sticks that evening. Two Two laid 
the blame for the murders at the feet of First Eagle, who, conveniently, 
was dead.42

 The defense went to work. William McLaughlin, the attorney rep-
resenting Two Sticks, put the headman’s youngest son, Thomas, on the 
witness stand. The thirteen-year-old quickly made it known that he 
did not understand anything about the oath-taking ceremony. Judge 
Dundy explained it, telling the boy that if he lied, he would go to jail. 
Thomas Two Sticks subsequently told the court that he had seen his 
father go to bed on the night the four cowboys were killed and that his 
father was still in bed when Thomas fell asleep. He also stated that his 
mother and Fat Woman were in the tipi at the time.43

 The prosecution had presented only one credible  witness— Fat 
Woman— who placed Two Sticks at the murder scene. McLaughlin set 
out to discredit her testimony, calling agency interpreter Alfred Coe to 
the stand and asking questions designed to show that Fat Woman was 
not of sound mind. The prosecution objected repeatedly, however, and 
the court consistently sustained the objections. McLaughlin also tried 
to put the wife of Two Sticks on the stand, but the court would not 
allow her testimony, ruling that, as the defendant’s spouse, she was an 
incompetent witness.44

 McLaughlin then put Two Sticks on the stand to testify in his own 
defense. “I knew nothing of the killings of the cowboys,” he related, 
“until my sons woke me that night and told me of the terrible thing 
they had done.” Two Sticks also offered an alibi. He stated that late 
on the afternoon of 2 February he had gone to visit Pawnee, a man 
who lived down White Clay Creek and in the opposite direction from 
the cowboys’ camp. At this point, Judge Dundy interrupted Two 
Sticks’s testimony and put McLaughlin on the witness stand. When 
Judge Dundy asked McLaughlin why no subpoena had been issued for 
Pawnee, the attorney replied that he had not had an opportunity to 
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talk with Two Sticks until after the trial opened and therefore knew 
nothing of Pawnee until it was too late to serve notice to the prosecu-
tion. Two Sticks took the stand again and concluded his testimony by 
swearing under oath that he had never visited the cowboys’ camp nor 
seen them, either dead or alive.45

 While Two Sticks’s defense concluded there, it should not have. 
Early in the proceedings, the prosecution put Philip Wells on the wit-
ness stand to describe the area of the Pine Ridge reservation where 
the crimes occurred and to pinpoint places of interest.46 McLaughlin, 
however, failed to call upon Wells to testify for the defense. Had he 
done so, the outcome of the trial might have been different. “I am sure 
that Two Sticks was not present at the murder,” Wells later wrote in 
his autobiography. “I carefully inspected him afterwards. I found that 
his right leg, which was crippled, was drawn up and that he had a stiff 
ankle, making it possible for him to step only on the tip of his toe. Had 
he been at the murder, I would have known by his tracks in snow.”47

 After the attorneys made their closing arguments, Judge Dundy 
spent considerable time instructing the jurors on how to reach their 
verdict. In order to hand down a guilty verdict, Dundy pointed out, the 
jury had to be convinced beyond a reasonable doubt that Two Sticks 
had either done the actual killing or been present at the scene of the 
crimes and assisted others in committing the murders. If they believed, 
based on the evidence presented at the trial, that Two Sticks was not at 
Humphrey’s camp that night, they were obligated to deliver a verdict of 
not guilty.48

 The jurors’ charge was clear. They recessed at 4:30 on the after-
noon of 29 October and deliberated for eighteen hours. The follow-
ing day, the jurors reached a verdict. Two Sticks was guilty of mur-
der. McLaughlin promptly announced his intent to appeal. The court 
granted him twenty-five days to prepare and present a brief stating the 
grounds for a new trial.49
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 In court on 1 November, Judge Dundy sentenced Two Sticks to be 
hanged and set the date of execution for Friday, 28 December 1894, 
unless a new trial took place.50 However, no brief was ever filed. A re-
porter for the Black Hills Daily Times sought out McLaughlin for an 
explanation. The lawyer had replied that “it is a matter of considerable 
expense to prepare a transcript of the evidence produced at the trial, a 
brief and argument, etc. The relatives and friends of Two Sticks do not 
appear to be much concerned in the matter; at least [they] have not 
made an effort to furnish the funds, in fact they say they cannot do so. 
It is therefore settled that there will not be an appeal.”51 

 On the morning of the execution, the local newspapers reported 
that Two Sticks ate his last  meal— a hearty breakfast of steak broiled 
over live coals, several slices of bread, and two cups of strong coffee. 
Shortly after breakfast, Father Florentine Digmann, the Catholic priest 
from the Holy Rosary Mission on the Pine Ridge reservation, came to 
the jail to administer last rites to the sixty-two-year-old Indian, whom 
he had baptized the previous day. When Father Digmann had offered to 
pay the cost of the telegram, McLaughlin made an eleventh-hour plea 

Interpreter and government farmer 
Philip Wells believed that he might 
have proved Two Sticks innocent, but 
the defense did not call him to testify 
at the trial. Wells was photographed 
by William Dinwiddie in 1896.

 50. Ibid., 1 Nov. 1894.
 51. Black Hills Daily Times, 15 Dec. 1894.
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This photograph of Two Sticks was taken only days before his execution.

to President Grover Cleveland the day before the scheduled execution, 
asking him to commute Two Sticks’s sentence from death to life in pris-
on.52 That same evening, McLaughlin received a reply from Henry F. 
Thurber, the president’s private secretary. It read, “The president has 
refused to interfere with the execution of the sentence of Two Sticks.”53

 52. Ibid., 28, 29 Dec. 1894; Florentine Digmann, S.J., “History of St. Francis Mission, 
1886–1922” (unpublished manuscript), series 7–1, Jesuit Papers, Holy Rosary Mission/
Rapid City Indian School Records, Special Collections and University Archives, Raynor 
Memorial Libraries, Marquette University, Marquette, Mich.
 53. Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 28 Dec. 1894.
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 At 9:30 a.m., once Two Sticks had received the last rites, United 
States Marshal Otto Peemiller and deputies Frank Beiglemeir and 
Andrew Bray entered the jail cell. They were accompanied by Frank 
Young, an interpreter from the Pine Ridge Agency; Sheriff Eikenbary 
of Dawes County, Nebraska; and Sheriff Blakely of Fall River County, 
South Dakota. Two Sticks rose and shook their hands. Wasting no time, 
Marshal Peemiller read the death warrant. In a strong voice, Two Sticks 
replied through the translator. “My heart is not bad; I did not kill the 
cowboys,” the Black Hills Daily Times reported him as saying. “The In-
dian boys killed them. . . . I have killed many Indians, but never a white 
man; I never pulled a gun on a white man. The great father and the men 
under him should talk to me and I would show them I was innocent.”54

 After Two Sticks finished addressing the white men gathered in his 
jail cell, Deputy Beiglemeir tried to strap Two Sticks’s hands behind 
him, but his injured shoulder was too stiff to allow his right arm to 
move back. Placing the strap on a chair, the deputy went to find a suit-
able rope. Quickly, Two Sticks grabbed the strap, looped it around his 
neck, and handed the loose end to Eagle Louse, who was imprisoned 
in the neighboring cell on a separate manslaughter charge. When Eagle 
Louse refused Two Sticks’s order to pull the strap, Two Sticks grabbed 
the strap himself and gave it a hard jerk. The four lawmen managed to 
restrain Two Sticks before he could choke himself to death. His arms 
were then secured with a rope, and he was led outside to the gallows.55

 The gallows stood in the center of a forty-by-sixty-foot area be-
tween the jailhouse and the stable. A sixteen-foot-high fence enclosed 
the area. Deputy United States Marshal Chris Matthiessen stood at the 
narrow gate, collecting tickets from the two hundred men who had 
been invited to witness the execution. In addition to those admitted 
at the gate, a large number of uninvited spectators watched from the 
stable roof. When Two Sticks reached the top of the gallows, he be-
gan singing his Lakota death song. As Deputy Beiglemeir bound Two 
Sticks’s legs together, Two Sticks sang his death song over and over un-
til Father Digmann finally said, “Henala!” (enough). Marshal Peemiller 
then pulled a black hood over Two Sticks’s head and placed the hang-

 54. Black Hills Daily Times, 29 Dec. 1894.
 55. Ibid.
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Cards like this one, issued 
by United States Marshal 
Otto Peemiller, controlled 
the number of spectators 
who could attend Two 
Sticks’s execution. Even 
so, the hanging became a 
public spectacle.

man’s noose around the Indian’s neck. At Peemiller’s signal, the deputy 
pulled the lever to spring the trap door beneath Two Sticks’s feet. With 
a loud screech, the trap door fell away, and Two Sticks hit the end of his 
seven-foot, six-inch drop.56

 It took some time for Two Sticks’s body to hang still and lifeless. 
The doctor in attendance detected a pulse for five minutes, but at 10:49 
a.m. Two Sticks’s heart beat for the last time. His body was placed in 
a coffin and carried to the undertaking establishment of S. R. Smith, 
where the curious came for a viewing. At 2:30 that afternoon, Father 
Digmann and Father Traynor, the local Catholic priest, took the cof-
fin up the mountain to the Catholic cemetery where they buried Two 
Sticks in an unmarked grave.57

 The next day, the Black Hills Daily Times described the hanging of 
Two Sticks in gritty detail and praised the murder conviction because 
it had been based on “a clear case of circumstantial evidence.”58 The 
newspaper editor capped the front-page story of Two Sticks’s final 
hours with the headline “A Good Indian.”59 The phrase did not imply 
that Two Sticks was innocent of the crimes but rather, in the parlance 
of some at the time, that a good Indian was a dead Indian. Such state-
ments appeared to answer the question of whether, given the time and 
place, an American Indian accused of murdering a white man could 
receive a fair trial. 

 56. Ibid.; Digmann, “History of St. Francis Mission.”
 57. Ibid.
 58. Deadwood Daily Pioneer, 31 Oct. 1894. 
 59. Ibid., 29 Dec. 1894.
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